Poland was a problematic issue for the Big Powers throughout the Second 
World War. For Britain, Poland was a major stumbling block in British-Soviet 
relations, as Polish-Soviet territorial disputes clashed with the needs of the 
British-Soviet-United States alliance. As the Polish govemment-in-exile 
attempted to obtain a guarantee of British support, and many thousands of 
Polish troops fought for the British cause, the perception grew that the 
Churchill government had a debt to pay. Ultimately, however, it was a debt 
which Britain could not discharge because of its dependence on Soviet 
participation in the war. 

In this book Anita Prazmowska looks at British policies from the point of 
view of wartime strategy, relating this to Polish government expectations and 
policies. She describes a tragic situation where Polish soldiers were trapped 
between the grandiose and unrealistic plans of their government and the 
harsh realities of a war which they fought with no prospect of a satisfactory 
outcome for them or their country. 
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Preface 


I would not wish to deny that I have come to this subject because of its 
deeply emotive nature. Most current analysis of contemporary Polish 
history seems inevitably to founder on the question of why it was that 
Poland neither obtained recognition for her suffering and sacrifices 
during the Second World War nor secured the return of her territories 
after the war. Thus the search for those who are in some way respon¬ 
sible for this disaster is a common theme in political and historical 
debates. This work has been my attempt to face some of the most 
puzzling and painful events in recent Polish history. I do not wish to 
seek those responsible for failures. 

In this enquiry into the nature of Polish-British relations during the 
years 1939-1943,1 did not find within the two governments' war aims 
areas of common concern going beyond their obvious wish to see 
Germany defeated. During the inter-war period, Polish territorial and 
political objectives had been different from those of the British govern¬ 
ment. While I do not claim that major issues separated the two from 
the first day of the war, I have found that little united the two Allies. 
The Polish govemment-in-exile set out for itself a programme of 
establishing for Poland a right at the end of the war to sit at the 
negotiating table as one of the key wartime Allies. The means of 
achieving this was to make a vital and credible military contribution to 
the joint war effort. It was inevitable that this programme would not 
be taken seriously by the British government. Britain's continental 
policy developed hesitantly during the course of 1939 and the first half 
of 1940. The need to secure imperial support and to guarantee commu¬ 
nication links was a powerful distraction from purely Central Euro¬ 
pean preoccupations. In addition to that the need to take into account 
the foreign policy objectives of the Roosevelt administration and to 
deal with the consequences of Japanese aggression became the top 
priorities by 1941. 
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The German attack on the Soviet Union and the consequent 
drawing in of the Soviet Union into allied political negotiations was to 
confirm the incompatibility of Polish-British war aims. Henceforth the 
Poles would have to fight for British attention in the face of the 
increasingly important Soviet factor in British political and military 
considerations. The Polish government, in spite of offering increased 
numbers of men for co-operation with the British forces, became a 
potential source of embarrassment and a constraint on Churchill's 
dealings with the Soviet Union. By the beginning of 1943 the British 
need for Soviet co-operation was too important for the Poles to be able 
to compete with it. To Stalin, the Polish case became no more and no 
less than a test of British goodwill. Churchill understood this. While he 
strove to maintain Soviet co-operation it was inevitable that he should 
view the Polish issue as a source of possible embarrassment. 

While writing this book I have had to tackle assumptions which 
form part of my heritage. I hope that I have been successful in this and 
that I have by this process challenged some of those preconceptions, or 
at least signalled the need to challenge them. 

My work has been assisted throughout by grants from the British 
Academy. I have been fortunate in being granted access to most of the 
archives containing papers relating to the period. I am therefore 
grateful to the Public Records Office and the University of Birming¬ 
ham where I consulted the Neville Chamberlain papers. The Polish 
Institute and Sikorski Museum in London has been particularly gener¬ 
ous with their help. There I was guided and generously advised by 
Andrzej Suchcitz and Waclaw Milewski. The Pilsudski Institute in 
London and the Instytut im. Ossolinskich in Wroclaw allowed me to 
examine the General Sosnkowski archives in both institutions. The 
Archiwum Akt Nowych and the archives of the Archiwum Ruchu 
Ludowego, Warsaw made available to me the papers of Professor Kot. 
The Liddel Hart Centre for Military Archives at King's College London 
allowed me to consult the Alanbrooke papers. At the House of Lords I 
was allowed to look at the archives of Lord Beaverbrook. I am grateful 
to the librarians and archivists in all these institutionsJor their assist¬ 
ance which was always generously given. Sir Edward Cazalet was 
particularly helpful in arranging for me to see the personal and private 
papers of Victor Cazalet. 

Friends and colleagues have offered their support and advice. 
Professor Gabriel Gorodetsky explained the context of Soviet-British 
co-operation in Iran to me. I remain grateful to him for allowing me to 
see his notes on Cripps' personal papers, which were not available to 
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me. Dr Daniel Silverfarb generously let me read chapters of his 
unpublished book. His work on British-Iraq relations clarified numer¬ 
ous points and enabled me to explain the British need for Polish units 
there. 

I am particularly indebted to Professor Paul Preston for his critical 
comments. Dr Jan Toporowski gave me his assistance, support and 
invaluable advice. Any formal thanks which I might offer here can 
never fully express my gratitude. This book is dedicated to my daugh¬ 
ter Miriam so that she may one day come to see that things that 
happened 'in the olden days' can be interesting and challenging. 




The escape route of the Polish Ministry for Foreign Affairs, September 1939 


line represents the route taken by the High Command 
line represents the route taken by the Ministry for Foreign Affairs 
and the Diplomatic Corps which accompanied it 






1 The formation of the Polish 

govemment-in-exile: ideology and 
war plans 


When the German army and air force attacked in the early hours of 1 
September 1939 it was difficult to predict how long the Poles would be 
able to hold out. Initially, the Polish political and military leaders were 
convinced that, if in due course they obtained British and French 
assistance, they would be able to create a credible Eastern front. But by 
5 September they were more preoccupied with leaving Poland and 
transforming themselves into a leadership-in-exile. The immediate fate 
of Poland, and the Polish people facing the onslaught of the German 
troops, became a matter of secondary importance. 

During the course of their joint military talks in May 1939 neither 
British nor French military leaders had credited the Polish army with 
an ability to withstand a full-scale German attack. They were, of 
course, thinking of the Polish army's organization, its strategic think¬ 
ing and degree of preparedness, and the supplies available to it. They 
did not doubt the Polish leadership's commitment to fighting, its 
bravery and most of all its political unity and organizational skills. 
These turned out to be as much a source of Polish military weakness as 
was the general Polish unreadiness to face the German attack. In the 
years to come these problems of the govemment-in-exile's political 
disunity and organizational ineptitude were to remain unresolved. 

The Polish-German war was not concluded by a negotiated armis¬ 
tice. This fact itself moulded the mentality of the Poles who sub¬ 
sequently went into exile. The refusal of the then military, political and 
social leadership to concede that indeed the Polish army had been 
soundly defeated shaped the ideology of the exile government. The 
delusion that what had happened in September 1939 had been a 
tactical retreat, at best a manoeuvre, the long-term aim of which was to 
regroup and return to the battlefield once the British and French 
started the inevitable major offensive against Germany, firmly took 
root and was cherished and cultivated during the coming years of 
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humiliation and suffering. This conviction that the Polish military 
leadership had nothing to be ashamed of stood in the way of a major 
reappraisal of the inflated and grandiose visions of Poland's role in 
European politics which had been encouraged by the Polish military 
('Sanacja') regime of the 1930s. It also meant that they did not have to 
face the stark reality, which became more brutal as the war wore on, 
that they would have at best a limited influence, at worst none at all, 
on wartime politics. 

These were ideas with which General Wladyslaw Sikorski, the 
leader of the Polish exile government from October 1939 until his 
death in 1943, had to contend. To some extent he shared them with his 
Polish rivals in exile. At times he came to doubt the validity of these 
nationalist preconceptions. In any case he was constantly forced to 
weave a precarious line between the expectations of the Polish military 
and political leadership in exile, on the one hand, and the pressures of 
the Allies to fall in line with their military plans, on the other hand. 

The German attack on Poland caused total disarray. Full-scale mobi¬ 
lization had been delayed in the closing days of August at the request 
of the British and the French. Far more devastating was the disorder 
which prevailed in the whole army even before the German attack. 
Belatedly it was realized that supply routes could easily be cut off by 
German aerial action and that troop movements and continuing mobi¬ 
lization, so carefully worked out in theory, were impossible unless the 
railway system continued to work, which it did not. The departure of 
the military command to new headquarters compounded the chaos 
because communication systems linking the central authorities and 
individual units, and between various units which were supposed to 
co-ordinate their actions, failed. Government politicians abdicated 
responsibility for civilian matters and either tried to join the military 
headquarters or fled Warsaw on the assumption that the preservation 
of the organs of government was more important than any responsi¬ 
bility for the fate of the civilian population. Nevertheless, the members 
of the Sanacja government refused to accept that they were in some 
way responsible for the extent of the military defeat. 

On 1 September German infantry action against Polish troops 
started from three directions. In the north-west the 4th Army aimed at 
cutting through the Danzig Corridor. The 3rd Army moved from East 
Prussia with the aim of joining with the 4th Army and then moving 
down against Warsaw. In the south-west the 8th and 10th Armies 
moved into the industrial triangle of L6dz and Cracow. From the south 
came an attack by the 2nd Mountain Division from Slovakia. By 3 
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September the Polish army Pomorze was dispersed by the 4th Army 
and tried to regroup and move south to defend Warsaw. This had been 
necessitated by the success of the 3rd Army from East Prussia which 
had routed the Polish army Modlin and was poised to march on the 
capital. In the south the defeat of the Polish units proceeded no less 
relentlessly. By 5 September German control over the region had been 
virtually assured by the 8th Army success against the Polish army Lodz 
and furthermore by the German 10th Army separating the Army Lodz 
from the as yet not fully mobilized Army Prusy. The German 14th 
Army completed the dispersal of the Polish forces by cutting off the 
Polish army Cracow from the other two main southern armies. The 
Poles tried to regroup by ordering their remaining units to cross the 
two major rivers which flow from the south to the north, the Vistula 
and the Dunajec, which they hoped would form a defensive line. Thus 
by 6 September an attempt was made to transform the now retreating 
Army Cracow and Army Karpaty into an Army Malopolska which 
would operate from beyond the Dunajec River. In Central Poland 
Armies Poznan, Modlin and Lodz were to regroup beyond the Vistula 
to form a new Army Lublin. These were extremely ambitious plans 
which depended on the orderly transportation on a large scale of 
troops to new operational areas. Such transport facilities were simply 
not available. Polish plans for a counter-offensive were therefore 
unsuccessful even before they were attempted. 

The reality was that by the end of the first week of fighting the 
Polish High Command had lost control and contact with most units. 
Plans for counter-offensive actions tended to be overtaken by German 
successes. The Commander-in-Chief Marshal Rydz-Smigty was an 
unimaginative leader, timorous and unwilling to take risks. Several 
opportunities had been lost by him for counter-offensive action, most 
notably one for the Army Poznan to strike south in defence of Warsaw. 
When this action was finally authorized on 9 September, Army 
Pomorze, whose escape towards Warsaw this operation was to facil¬ 
itate, had been to all purposes destroyed. On 7 September, fearing the 
fall of Warsaw, Rydz-Smigly authorized the removal of the High 
Command east to Brzesc. Since no provisions had been made for radio 
links with units and army commanders, this dispersed the still fighting 
Polish units as effectively as the relentless German action had done. 

The most successful Polish action was the Bzura counter-offensive, 
the aim of which was to defend Warsaw. Led by General Kutrzeba it 
appeared briefly to halt the German advance between 9 and 18 Sept¬ 
ember. Warsaw surrendered on 26 September, by which time all 
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fighting in other parts of Poland had ceased and the High Command 
and government had departed for Romania. One of the last initiatives 
of the High Command had been to try to build a defensive redoubt in 
the south-east on the border with Romania. The idea was to gather 
there troops which would be ready to strike out as soon as the much 
anticipated French and British offensive took place. A Soviet initiative 
was neither anticipated nor even considered. Therefore the entry of 
Soviet troops into Poland on 17 September hastened the flight of the 
High Command towards the border crossing with Romania. Rydz- 
Smigly and a high percentage of the officer corps left Poland without 
having acknowledged defeat. Armistice was neither signed nor sought 
by them. 

The bulk of the officer caste viewed the September defeat as a 
temporary setback. It would seem that early in the campaign, without 
acknowledging the enormity of the looming fiasco, they switched their 
attention from the present war to the future one. The need to conserve 
troops went hand in hand with badly executed plans for the continu¬ 
ation of the fight against the invader. Naval units were instructed to 
seek to leave the Baltic as soon as the war started. Accepting the 
superiority of the German air force, similar plans were developed in 
relation to the Polish air force. Orders were given to pilots to flee with 
their aeroplanes. Equally intriguing was the flight of the military 
leadership towards the Romanian border. While on the one hand 
there were sound reasons for moving east beyond the Vistula, the 
progressive movement of the government to the south-east seems to 
suggest that the idea of departing from Poland in the face of defeat 
was always an option. The Polish High Command set an example by 
claiming that the alternative to accepting defeat was to save itself in 
order to lead the troops in the next war. Thus while sparing itself the 
humiliation of having to concede that policies and military doctrines of 
the inter-war period had been at fault, a claim was being made to 
continuing leadership of the nation. 

The members of the regime (which was made up of serving and 
retired officers) also added to the chaos by confusing their political 
with their military functions. During the September campaign they 
abandoned political responsibilities in order to take up military com¬ 
mands. This seems to have been most apparent in the case of Colonel 
J6zef Beck, who felt that his role as Minister for Foreign Affairs had 
come to an end and considered that he should be in the army head¬ 
quarters where he spent a few days, unavailable to foreign diplomats. 

The most important decision, which effectively spelled the end of 
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the government's role in relation to all non-military matters, was made 
on 4 September. The German 3rd Army was breaking through from 
East Prussia towards Warsaw and was considered likely to cross the 
Vistula near Modlin. The German Army Group south was moving east 
towards the Vistula and was likely to capture the town of Sandomierz. 
This meant that the Vistula would be crossed in two places north and 
south of Warsaw. The only natural obstacle to the German move into 
eastern Poland was thus likely to be penetrated by the end of the day. 
In view of this the Council of Ministers decided to evacuate all govern¬ 
mental bodies to the south-east. The Ministry for Foreign Affairs and 
the diplomatic corps were instructed to proceed immediately to the 
two towns of Nal^czow and Kazimierz, both near Lublin. 1 Few 
provisions were made for the maintenance of communication lines 
between various ministries and the army. Civil servants were informed 
that unless they obeyed the order to evacuate immediately they would 
be treated as having left their posts and thus forfeit all entitlements. 2 
As the destruction of secret papers proceeded. Beck handed all minis¬ 
terial matters to his deputy minister Jan Szembek while he himself 
departed for Brzesc to join the military leaders in his capacity as 
Colonel of the Cavalry. Only under extreme pressure did he finally 
return to join the disgruntled diplomatic corps on 11 September. 

Once various ministries left Warsaw it proved impossible to resume 
responsibility over civilian matters. Lack of contact with the govern¬ 
ment and the collapse of all communication lines combined with the 
relentless progress of the German army meant that most were reduced 
to shedding their archives and personnel as they proceeded in disar¬ 
ray towards the south-east. On the morning of 5 September as the 
Ministry for Foreign Affairs and the diplomatic corps left Warsaw it 
was announced that, although they had been instructed to go to 
Nalfczdw and Kazimierz, they would have to move on within the 
next few days. On 7 September they proceeded to Luck and Krzemie- 
niec, this time beyond Lublin. On 14 September they moved further, 
crossed the River Dniestr and arrived in Kuty. While this evacuation 
was badly co-ordinated, there is no doubt that the Polish leadership 
was heading towards the Romanian border. The German air force was 
constantly harassing them, but anxiety about being cut off from the 
escape route was a strong motive for continuing to move in the 
direction of the south-east. The Soviet army's entry into Polish terri¬ 
tory on 17 September precipitated a stampede towards the bridges 
over the River Czeremosz that formed the frontier with Romania. 

The evacuation of the Ministry and the accompanying diplomatic 
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corps was made extremely difficult by the fact that most evacuees had 
decided to take their families with them. A semblance of normality was 
retained by lorries from the Ministry of Finance accompanying them 
and paying out cash as deemed necessary. The diplomatic corps was 
left with virtually no contact with the outside world. The British and 
French Ambassadors and military missions were unable to assure the 
Poles of any aid. Nor were they able to obtain information either about 
the military situation or the government's plans. Through being con¬ 
stantly on the move they were not able to maintain radio links with 
their capitals and therefore were as badly informed about the Allies' 
decisions as was the Polish government. Nevertheless diplomatic life 
had to continue. At one point the Spanish Ambassador noted that nine 
counsellors of various nationalities who had been accommodated 
together in one dormitory had to guard their diplomatic ciphers 
against each other's prying eyes: fear of German bombing was only 
outweighed by their anxiety lest they compromise their states' secrets. 

The departure of the civilian authorities from Warsaw had a demo¬ 
ralizing effect on the population. It was generally noted by foreign 
diplomats that the flight of the ministries was accompanied by the 
equally determined departure for other countries of the intellectual, 
political and military leadership. This relentless and desperate stam¬ 
pede to the south-east to secure an escape route through Romania 
raises questions as to what was the reason for so consistent a determi¬ 
nation not to stay in occupied Poland. A basic instinct to get out of the 
battlezone was the obvious reason. In other words the political and 
military leaders had no compunction about leaving and no feeling of 
responsibility for the military defeat which they were witnessing. 

A more charitable interpretation, and one that those leaders would 
have wanted to pass on to future generations, was that they sought to 
save themselves and the army in order to fight another war. Drexel 
Biddle, the American Ambassador to Poland and Beck's confidant, 
recorded as early as March that he had been made aware of Polish 
government plans to avoid throwing all troops into battle against the 
German invaders. The idea was to conserve the Polish forces until the 
onset of autumn rains made Poland impassable and until the western 
Allies were able to launch their offensive. 3 To put it more precisely, the 
Polish High Command had developed a strategy for the defence of 
Poland on the assumption that the conservation of military resources 
for joint military action in the future with the western Allies was more 
important than the defence of western and central Poland. Neverthe¬ 
less, the swiftness with which the military and political leadership was 
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willing to abandon most of Polish territory to the German invaders 
was startling. Beck's secretary notes that on the evening of 3 Septem¬ 
ber his chief was already musing about pulling the bulk of Polish 
military units to a south-eastern triangle around the town of Lvov. 
This defensive position would be held until the anticipated major 
western campaign against Germany was started. 4 

Biddle's intimacy with Beck made it possible for him to have rela¬ 
tively easy access to information during the course of the evacuation, 
but even he must have wished that he could have been spared some 
confessions. On 14 September Beck told the American Ambassador 
'that he had participated personally in two wars: the Great war and 
the Polish-Soviet war. During the third war (the present one) he had 
been forced to stand on the sidelines. He nevertheless hoped that he 
would take an active part in the fourth war and perhaps end his life on 
the battlefield, as his forebears had'. 5 Military ambition therefore seem¬ 
ingly made it necessary for him to make sure that he did not inadver¬ 
tently perish in the present war. Biddle concluded that Beck was very 
depressed. 

The Polish government had good reasons to presume that the 
Romanians would facilitate their departure from Poland and either 
would accommodate them on their territory until the western Allies 
gathered their forces together, or would facilitate their progress to 
France. The newly appointed Romanian Ambassador Gheorghe Gri- 
gorcea, who had only presented his credentials on 2 September, 
encouraged the Poles throughout the evacuation to consider his 
country as well disposed towards their predicament. On 9 September 
Grigorcea assured deputy minister Szembek that although Romania 
was going to declare her neutrality, war supplies could be transported 
to Poland through Romanian territory and furthermore that oil could 
be purchased from private Romanian oil companies. 6 On 16 September 
when the decision to evacuate to Romania was a foregone conclusion, 
Grigorcea suggested that his government was willing to purchase 
Polish anti-aircraft guns. 7 

The Poles were thus lulled into a feeling of security which was 
brutally shattered once they arrived on Romanian territory. It would 
appear that the decision to intern the Polish government had been 
made before they had crossed into Romania. On arriving in the 
Romanian border town of Czemowiec, the President and other digni¬ 
taries were separated and henceforth contact between them was 
broken. The Polish Ambassador in Bucharest, Roger Raczynski, the 
brother of the Ambassador in London Edward Raczynski, was able 
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with difficulty to communicate with them and to convey their instruc¬ 
tions to Paris where a battle for the leadership of the future exile 
government was already taking place. 

Romanian support for the Polish cause had not been at all clear cut, 
even if the Polish leadership had presumed that it could depend on 
such support. Unknown to Beck, the Romanian government had been 
desperately attempting not to get drawn directly into the conflict since 
the outbreak of German-Polish hostilities. This position was made 
particularly difficult by German pressure on the Romanians to declare 
neutrality and to stop assisting the Poles. Furthermore, a number of 
the Romanian King's key advisors held conflicting views on the 
subject. The Prime Minister favoured disassociation from the German 
war effort, while the Minister of the Royal Palace and the army wished 
to see Romania embark on a pro-German policy. 8 As the defeat of 
Poland appeared more likely, other events made it difficult for King 
Carol to keep his options open. German pressure increased, Hungary 
stationed troops on the border with Romania and finally Romania's 
dreaded neighbour, the Soviet Union, entered directly into the con¬ 
flict. It was the Soviet entry into Poland which tipped the balance. 9 
Henceforth the Romanians would try to placate Germany by con¬ 
tinuing the supply of oil and by hampering Polish efforts to get their 
government and soldiers to France, while at the same time trying to 
retain French and British goodwill. On 15 September attempts to 
strengthen their own security led Romania to request the Germans to 
let them have Polish war materials, and with them presumably the 
anti-aircraft guns which the Romanian government tried to purchase 
from the Poles a day later. 10 Unofficially, Romania remained the Poles' 
good friend, officially her policy became increasingly bound by 
German pressures. 

When leaving Poland the government believed it would be free to 
proceed to France, from where it would be able to mobilize and direct 
the fight against the occupying powers. Of equal importance was the 
need to mobilize international support for Poland. Thus the task of the 
future exile government was clearly marked out even before it had 
been established. While moving towards the Romanian border during 
the September campaign the government had steadfastly refused to 
consider broadening its political base to include previous opponents or 
other parties. In fact no effort was made either to bring new people 
into the government or to open up talks. Once interned in Romania it 
became apparent that a transfer of power from the President had to 
proceed swiftly in order to ensure that opponents of the government 
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were not able to exploit the temporary power vacuum. It was known 
that opposition figures too were converging on Paris. Among those 
who were leaving Poland together with the government and army 
were men who had been critical of the government's policies. 11 Haste 
and the need to prevent opponents from capturing key positions 
within the exile government dictated President Ignacy Moscicki's 
choice. 

In the first place it was considered that the ambassadors should, 
where possible, remain where they were. This in particular applied to 
the Polish Ambassadors in Paris and in London, Juliusz Lukasiewicz 
and Edward Raczynski respectively. They were considered too impor¬ 
tant to be moved from those tasks to governmental ones. Lukasiewicz 
in particular was strongly associated with Beck's foreign policy. His 
appointment to Paris in 1936 coincided with the initiation of Beck's 
policy of putting Polish-French relations on a so-called new footing, 
that of equality. 12 Handsome and arrogant, he was known to be Beck's 
personal friend, and was one of the key ideologists of the Sanacja 
government. His role in the transfer of power from the government 
now in Romania to a new one in Paris was to ensure continuity. 
Circumstances made it difficult to decide who would actually head the 
new government. Ironically the fear that new appointees would not 
relinquish their posts in the event of the existing titular holder of the 
post getting out of Romania, seems to have been as much a consider¬ 
ation as a determination to prevent the opposition from capturing the 
initiative. 13 Fear of French interference only compounded Lukasie¬ 
wicz's determination to act as custodian of the pre-war government's 
rights. Initially he tried to keep key decisions within a very narrow 
circle of Polish government loyalists who had made their way to Paris, 
in effect the heads of the military and financial missions to France and 
himself. 14 

The main reason why these intrigues failed was because the first 
attempt to form a government-in-exile was vehemently opposed by 
the French government. President Moscicki resigned and appointed 
General Wieniawa-Dlugoszowski, the then Ambassador to Rome, to 
succeed him as President of the new Polish government in Paris. 15 
Wieniawa-Dlugoszowski was another of Beck's cronies. His diplo¬ 
matic skills were negligible, and he was known to have struck up a 
close friendship with Ciano, Mussolini's son-in-law, with whom he 
apparently shared a love of soldiering and horseriding. French oppo¬ 
sition to the appointment of a man who would have guaranteed the 
survival of the pre-war government in a new guise was implacable. 
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Indirectly the French authorities let it be known that they would 
accept one of three alternatives, August Zaleski, Cardinal Hlond, 
whose elevation to a temporal position was in any case opposed by the 
Vatican, or Wladyslaw Raczkiewicz. 16 The latter was an eminent 
lawyer, one time Minister of the Interior and speaker of parliament in 
the last government. As a result of complex intrigues Raczkiewicz 
emerged as the President forming the first government-in-exile on 3 
October. Control over new appointments eluded the old guard and, 
under French pressure, a government of national unity was formed. 

The successful and swift transfer of power created an impression of 
consensus but this was confined only to the basic principle of the need 
to continue the fight for the liberation of Poland and masked major 
differences within the government and Polish society as a whole. The 
govemment-in-exile went some way towards conciliating the oppo¬ 
sition. But since the arrival of individuals in France was a haphazard 
and uncoordinated process, most representatives of various pre-war 
parties were not genuine leaders, merely prominent personalities. This 
immediately created a possibility of conflict between those in Poland 
and individuals in exile who would inevitably aspire to some sort of 
leadership role. Nevertheless, a real attempt was made to take into 
account all shades of political opinion by appointing to ministerial 
posts men from as varied movements as the extreme right National 
Democratic Party (Narodowa Demokracja, ND), the Socialist Party 
(Polska Partia Socjalistyczna, PPS) and the Peasant Party (Stronnictwo 
Ludowe, SL). 

The appointment of Raczkiewicz as President and of General 
Wladyslaw Sikorski to share power with him as Prime Minister was 
a virtual guarantee that the Polish government-in-exile would become 
a hive of intrigue and a permanent battleground between various 
coteries and factions. The supporters of the old regime, represented by 
Lukasiewicz, had fought to retain control over the Presidency. They 
appeared to have won, but the man who assumed the post was a weak 
and indecisive individual. Influence still eluded Lukasiewicz. The 
French appointed General Wladyslaw Sikorski, the most senior 
ranking military man in France, as leader of the Polish military units 
which were in the process of being formed in France. As a result of 
further French support, and due to strong pressure of leaders of the 
opposition, Sikorski became Prime Minister, in addition to which he 
held the portfolios of Justice and of Military Matters. In due course he 
also assumed the post of Supreme Commander and Inspector General 
of the Armed Forces. 
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Even though his pro-French credentials were impeccable, it would 
assume a great degree of clarity and foresight on the part of the French 
government to presume that the French had, early during the Septem¬ 
ber campaign, identified Sikorski as the man whom they would have 
wanted to head any Polish authority to be formed in exile. A more 
haphazard course of events seems to explain the appointment of 
Sikorski to head the first Polish government-in-exile. Sikorski had 
opposed Pilsudski's coup in 1926. Throughout the period which 
followed he remained in the army but was denied any command 
responsibilities. This allowed him to spend extended periods in France 
where he studied French military strategy and was notable in his 
support for the idea of Franco-Polish co-operation with the Soviet 
Union. He and his ideas were well known to the French High Com¬ 
mand. 17 On 1 September Sikorski found himself without a command 
and was in the humiliating position of having to follow the govern¬ 
ment on its peregrinations towards the Romanian border in the hope 
of obtaining one. On 18 September the French Ambassador to Poland, 
Leon Noel, met Sikorski and advised him not to go with the govern¬ 
ment to Romania but to proceed directly to Paris. 18 It would appear 
that at this stage the French authorities had no clear plans for the 
creation of a representative exile Polish government in France. 
Sikorski's pro-French credentials and his well-publicized differences 
with the Pilsudski coterie simply made him a useful person to have 
in Paris in the event of such ideas crystallizing. Sikorski's opponents 
were to read more into this situation. In future months in the fevered 
atmosphere of the rapidly growing Polish community in Paris 
rumours about French unwillingness to allow those who had been 
associated with the Sanacja government to enter France prevailed. In 
some cases this is indeed what happened. In others France's anxiety 
about her own economic and military situation influenced her attitude 
towards the exiles. 

The Poles who found themselves in exile were generally convinced 
that the spiritual and political leadership of the nation had been 
entrusted to them and that they therefore had to lead the fight for 
Poland. While these sentiments are easy to understand they were 
heavily tainted by a conviction, verging on parasitic arrogance, that it 
was now the western Allies' turn to show what they could do. The 
Allies owed a debt to Poland which should be discharged to those who 
had subjected themselves to exile in order to continue the struggle 
from afar. The atmosphere prevailing within the Polish groups in 
France was not conducive to realism. 
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By the end of September Sikorski had managed to outwit Lukasie¬ 
wicz by combining with members of opposition parties. In due course 
he was able to think of purging the Polish legations abroad of Pil- 
sudski'ites. 19 The embassy in Ankara proved to be the only exception: 
the Turks threatened not to accept a new nominee, which forced 
Sikorski to retain an arch-Pilsudski'ite, Michal Sokolnicki. Lukasie¬ 
wicz was forced to resign at the beginning of October. But this did not 
precipitate within the Polish ranks a mood of unity and support for the 
Prime Minister. 

From the moment of his appointment Sikorski's relations with the 
President were difficult. The precise nature of the President's auth¬ 
ority was never worked out. Raczkiewicz believed himself to be the 
real leader of the government in accordance with the constitution of 
1935. Sikorski cast doubts upon the legality of that constitution and 
insisted that the President should resign those powers. Since neither 
was willing to accept the dilution of powers, however imprecise, 
which they believed to be legitimately theirs, constitutional ambigui¬ 
ties increased the potential for intrigues. The Presidency came to be 
associated with the old regime and indeed Raczkiewicz frequently 
tried to limit Sikorski's authority in contentious matters relating to 
foreign relations. On the other hand Sikorski had no clear power base. 
The Polish army and the officer corps in France were dominated by the 
supporters of the pre-war regime. The very instrument through which 
the government-in-exile planned to assert Poland's power became the 
mainstay of opposition to Sikorski. 

From the beginning, the Sikorski government hoped that the large 
Polish community in France could be used to build an exile army. The 
continuous flow of refugees was to provide further personnel. Volun¬ 
teers would be sought among the Polish community in Canada and the 
United States. As it turned out the first two (the Polish community in 
France and the refugees) provided the bulk of men for the Polish army 
in France. The supposition that a patriotic call to arms would obliterate 
all differences was not to be realized either. The character of the army 
was decided by its social composition and the origins of those who 
joined up. 20 The varied social background of the men meant that not 
only did they differ in their political ideas and experiences, but the latter 
also gave rise to differing expectations. As will be shown in subsequent 
chapters the army became involved in exile politics. The officer corps 
was fraught with intrigues and dissent and throughout the war, albeit at 
different times, various groups within it harboured military and political 
aspirations which were at variance with the government's objectives. 




The formation of the Polish govemment-in-exile 


13 


In October 1939 when the Polish embassy authorized the registration 
of all Poles in France and Belgium 103,000 men were recorded as fit for 
military service. 21 These were predominantly employed in mining and 
large industries. They had formed part of the great migration of labour 
into France in the 1920s which had mainly originated from villages. In 
France the majority occupied blue-collar jobs. Politically they had 
gained their experiences in France and thus were mainly associated 
with the French left, in particular the French Communist Party and the 
Communist trade unions. In the Polish army, which some of them 
joined, they were not influential as few among this group had relevant 
or recent military experience. Those who did represented the several 
hundred Poles who had fought on the Republican side in Spain, most 
of whom ended up in France. 

Refugees from Poland were considered to be better military material. 
Those who were not military men had some recent training as approxi¬ 
mately 90 per cent of the recent refugees had been called up during the 
September campaign. 22 They continued to arrive in France travelling 
through Romania and Hungary, then proceeding to Greece and Yugo¬ 
slavia. The Baltic states too turned a blind eye to westward movements 
of Polish men. In most cases the transit routes operated with the tacit 
support of the neutral governments despite strong German pressure to 
block these routes. By the end of 1939 the political situation in all 
neighbouring states became sufficiently difficult to deter movements of 
Poles to the west, but at the same time numbers of those willing to flee 
stabilized. It has been calculated that approximately 34,000 people 
arrived in France following one of the above routes. 

In these circumstances the Polish army-in-exile inevitably consisted 
of a high proportion of supporters of the pre-war government concen¬ 
trated, because of their military experience, in the officer corps. Indeed, 
they were indispensable in the process of forming an army in France. 
As a social group they were committed to the Sanacja government and 
opposed to any social and political changes which might form part of a 
programme for post-war Poland. They also opposed Sikorski and his 
political Allies. Far from being embarrassed by the failures of the 
September campaign and contrite about the army's political inter¬ 
ference in the internal affairs of inter-war Poland they were deter¬ 
mined to maintain what they considered to be the achievements of that 
period. Neither democracy nor social and economic reforms would be 
the key objectives of their war effort. Instead they sought restoration of 
the great days of Pilsudski's rule, when they felt Poland was ruled 
successfully by strong men. 
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The numerical expansion of the army in France was limited by the 
availability of manpower. Very soon it was realized that, unless com¬ 
munities in exile could be fully exploited, grandiose plans for a great 
Polish army-in-exile were going to be thwarted. Attempts to induce 
Poles in Canada to volunteer for the Polish army in France were not 
successful, while negotiations with the United States government to 
permit recruitment there were fraught with difficulties. This explains 
one of Sikorski's early comments on the possibility of changing the 
course of Polish-Soviet relations. Sikorski believed that the Soviet 
Union would ultimately become Germany's victim. For the time being 
he was mainly concerned to get Poles out of the Soviet Union in order 
to continue building up the Polish army-in-exile. On 20 December 1939 
he was reported as expressing regret that Polish-Soviet relations were 
so bad. His initial plans for resuming diplomatic contacts were justified 
by the need to care for the Poles now incorporated in the Soviet 
Union. 23 But at this stage nothing could be done. 

The plans of the Polish govemment-in-exile were viewed sympa¬ 
thetically by the French. There existed a historic tradition of Polish 
formations in France, most recently during the First World War. Deci¬ 
sions to raise Polish units in France had been made even before the fall 
of Poland. On 9 September the two sides signed an agreement for the 
creation of a Polish division in France. This was followed by a further 
agreement signed on 21 September. During the next few months 
clearer plans for the Polish army in France were developed. The key 
element of these agreements was a statement that the Polish army was 
subordinate to the Polish govemment-in-exile. For operational pur¬ 
poses it was nevertheless to come under the command of the French 
military leadership. 

The Poles confidently estimated that they could recruit up to 180,000 
men by the middle of 1940. 24 This was an extremely unrealistic esti¬ 
mate based more on political aspirations than on a realistic assessment 
of possibilities. At the time of the German attack on France the Polish 
army consisted of 83,000 men. Coetquidan in Brittany was the first and 
main area of concentration of Polish units. In due course another one 
was established in Parthenay. All Polish camps were established in the 
northern departments. But they were so dispersed that it was impos¬ 
sible to maintain unity and to co-ordinate training. 25 

The biggest problem was the inconsistent and ambivalent attitude of 
the French authorities towards the Polish army. While they appeared 
to have facilitated the process of recruiting and equipping the Poles, 
the policy that was implemented was quite different. The Poles felt 
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that there was a certain amount of racial hostility towards the foreign¬ 
ers flooding into France. This was exacerbated by very real conflicts 
between the military and civilian authorities on the subject of the 
desirability of allowing the Polish government to conscript into their 
army men who were working in French industry. Since the largest 
numbers of Poles in France were employed in mining, there were calls 
for them to be treated as reserved labour. 26 At the same time a 
grudging attitude towards the question of equipping the Poles 
surfaced. 

In the background to this lay the French High Command's convic¬ 
tion that the Poles had no one but themselves to blame for the German 
defeat of their army. This prejudice meant that there was a limited 
willingness to learn from the military experiences of that war and led 
to an extremely patronizing attitude towards the plans developed by 
the Poles in France. 27 There were also very real differences between 
the Poles and the French in their plans for the use of the Polish army in 
France. To the French High Command it was a straightforward case of 
increasing the numbers of fighting men while maintaining a friendly 
allied authority which in the future could become a pro-French 
government in Poland. Nothing so modest or simple constrained 
Polish military and political planners in France. The Polish military 
contribution to the allied war effort was to serve a multiplicity of 
political purposes both in the international arena and in the forth¬ 
coming battle for political power in liberated Poland. 

The Polish High Command based plans, developed without refer¬ 
ence to the French and British planners, on the assumption that the 
war against Germany was going to be a short one. In this respect they 
were unwilling to accept French and British estimates that the struggle 
to defeat Germany was going to be long and drawn out. The liberation 
of Polish territories would take place as a result of a concerted allied 
effort, and this, according to the Poles, would enable the army to enter 
Polish territory victorious and as part of the great co-ordinated effort. 
A natural consequence of this planned action was an assumption that 
the post-war Polish state would be the dominant power in Central and 
South-eastern Europe. Polish aspirations to fill the power vacuum in 
that region after the defeat of Germany were mapped out by diplo¬ 
matic and military preparations which were aimed at placing Poland 
in a commanding position in the region. Thus while it was presumed 
that the main thrust of military action against Germany would take 
place through the Baltic Sea and from the west, the advantages offered 
by the Balkan front were considered to be very big. 28 Among the 
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reasons for maintaining diplomatic relations with Italy was the hope 
that the Poles would obtain Italian acquiescence in these plans. 

In order that Poland be accorded the full status of a fighting ally, the 
Polish military contribution had to be of some consequence, reasoned 
the Polish leaders. Conversely, the Polish contribution to the allied 
effort had be rewarded by an admission to the intimate circle of joint 
consultative bodies. Thus, during his first wartime visit to London in 
November 1939, Sikorski told General Ironside, the Chief of the 
Imperial General Staff, that it was in the interests of Poland and the 
Allies to create a strong and numerous Polish army. Furthermore, 
Poland needed to be represented on the Supreme War Council and 
any other body created to discuss war aims. 29 

This idea was greeted with little enthusiasm by the British and 
French political and military leaders alike. They knew that the process 
of extending the membership of key committees to small participating 
Allies would only result in tying the hands of the major Allies. It was 
conceded that Polish representatives would be invited to attend the 
meetings when matters relating to the use of the Polish troops would 
be discussed. The British and French were right in their suspicion that 
the Polish request for representation was really an attempt to obtain 
disproportionate influence over matters relating to the course of the 
war and to post-war planning. This was precisely why the Polish 
request met with an outright refusal in 1939 and subsequently when¬ 
ever it was made. 

In January 1940, a Polish government memorandum reviewing the 
state of political-military issues raised by the creation of the Polish 
army reveals Sikorski's ambitions in this respect: 

Of particular importance to us is the question of our participation in 
the Supreme War Council and the Executive War Council. Our 
absence (from these) relegates us to the background and threatens 
our most vital interests. Generally, the army and strategy are aspects 
of politics; at this moment the outcome of our cause will depend 
primarily on our political work . 30 

One of the most difficult and divisive subjects to be tackled by the 
Polish government in France was that of the future political reforms 
in Poland. During the first meetings of the Council of Ministers a 
lot of time was spent criticizing the pre-war government without 
formulating a clear plan for post-war political and economic changes. 
It soon became apparent that these had to be confined to general 
commitments to democracy, the right to work and respect for minori¬ 
ties. The unwillingness to go beyond generalities was justified by 
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statements that the nation would make its own decisions after the war, 
but the need to maintain unity in the exile government most probably 
accounts for this apparent reluctance to address more fundamental 
issues. 31 

Within the first months of its existence the Polish government 
expressed views and adopted policies which showed the extent to 
which it overestimated its importance in the allied coalition. The phrase 
that Poland was France's and Britain's wartime ally was repeated too 
frequently by the Polish leadership for them to note the specious nature 
of this claim. More worrying and potentially dangerous to allied co¬ 
operation was the basing of plans for the establishment of post-war 
Polish frontiers, and for securing for Poland a dominant role in Central 
Europe, on French and British military and political assistance. 32 From 
the beginning, diplomatic exchanges between Polish politicians in the 
government-in-exile and their French and British counterparts were 
aimed at eliciting statements of support for the Polish politicians' pro¬ 
gramme. During his visit to London on 11-12 October 1939 the Polish 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, August Zaleski, sought to obtain an official 
statement of support for Poland's war aims. 33 In November Sikorski 
sought the same when he came to London. Both were unsuccessful, 
mainly because the British government was unwilling to define war 
aims at this early stage, but not least of all because Polish territorial 
claims were clearly going to go beyond that which Britain would be 
prepared to approve. 34 By the end of November 1939 the Poles officially 
defined them as the elimination of the German presence in East Prussia 
and the establishment of regional pacts. 

The destruction of Soviet power and the return to Poland of terri¬ 
tories which had been captured by the Soviet Union in September 1939 
formed a central plank of the exile government's programme. But both 
Zaleski and Sikorski quickly realized that open calls for war against the 
Soviet Union elicited ambivalent responses. Both tried to persuade the 
British during their respective visits to London that they did not seek 
to prejudge the situation. As Zaleski put it, 'It might well be that as the 
war developed Soviet policy might evolve in an unexpected direction 
and he therefore himself would be in favour of adopting what he 
described as a cautious policy towards the Soviet'. 35 Nevertheless, it 
was hoped that in due course support would be given to Poland in any 
future confrontation with the Soviet Union. Reporting on his visit to 
London in November 1939, Sikorski reassured his government that 
both France and Britain were likely to come round to Poland's view of 
the Soviet Union: 
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Our Allies nevertheless will have to understand eventually the 
danger which threatens the West from the East. They will have to 
counteract politically and eventually also militarily - when the time 
comes - the continuing westward march of the Red Army . 36 

Thus on an official level the Poles decided not to seek an outright 
declaration of support for Polish objectives in relation to the Soviet 
Union. Instead they decided to wage a propaganda campaign aimed at 
discrediting the Soviet Union, drawing attention to the need to restore 
to Poland territories captured by the Soviet army, and generally estab¬ 
lishing a reputation as experts on Soviet matters. 37 

The onset of the Finnish-Soviet conflict appeared to offer the Poles 
an opportunity to use military co-operation as an entree into the 
political forum of debate. But the aims of the Finns aroused the British 
and French governments' anxieties about getting involved in military 
action which might draw them into a war with the Soviet Union on 
top of the one which they were supposed to be fighting with Germany. 
The result was that support for the Finns was lost in indecision. The 
Poles saw this as an opportunity which the British and French had 
failed to exploit. 

From a strictly legal point of view it was not clear whether the Polish 
govemment-in-exile, representing Polish interests, and the Soviet 
Union were at war, or merely had no diplomatic relations. This nuance 
of legal interpretation seemed irrelevant for the Soviet Union was 
clearly Poland's enemy. The Soviet attack on Finland on 30 November 
1939 was nevertheless a matter of direct concern to the Poles. Britain 
and France were not at war with the Soviet Union notwithstanding 
the latter's attack on their ally, Poland. Poland's initial response to the 
Soviet attack on Finland was muted, as was that of the French and 
British governments. It was only with time that ideas crystallized, even 
if the situation did not necessarily become clearer. At the beginning of 
January 1940 the French government directed an enquiry to the Poles 
to ascertain whether they would be willing to participate militarily in 
sending an expeditionary force to assist the Finns. 38 By 24 January 
Sikorski had formulated his ideas on the subject. The Soviet-Finnish 
conflict offered an opportunity to draw the British and French, who so 
far appeared ambivalent on the subject of the Soviet Union, into war 
with Poland's other enemy. By 21 February the Poles had warmed to 
the project. By then they had considered what they thought were the 
extensive political advantages, rather than just the localized military 
benefits, of aiding the Finns. As the Polish Chiefs of Staff aide-memoire 
on the subject stated: 
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Polish participation in aiding Finland has a dual political meaning: 

1. Polish units on Finnish territory will offer vital proof that Poland 
exists and is fighting as part of the allied front. 

2. The very fact of Poland taking part in allied action will permit us to 
place unequivocally the issue of Poland's relations with the other two 
Allies externally and internally. 39 

Polish enthusiasm was misplaced. Not only were the Finns still unclear 
as to whether they wanted help from the Poles, since this would 
exacerbate Finland's relations with the Germans and might be inter¬ 
preted by the latter as provocative, but the British and French govern¬ 
ments also procrastinated. 40 Within those governments there were 
disagreements, and the possibility that such action might lead to a 
direct conflict with the Soviet Union continued to be voiced. Hopes 
that German-Soviet co-operation might break down were seriously 
entertained within military and political circles. In Britain assistance 
for Finland was linked with a matter which came to be seen as more 
important, namely the question of how to draw Norway and Sweden 
out of their neutrality and into declaring support for the allied cause. 
Supplies of Swedish iron ore, transported to Germany via the Nor¬ 
wegian port of Narvik, were considered crucial for the German war 
economy. 

In February the Poles launched a full-scale political campaign to 
gain credit from their willingness to place troops at the British and 
French disposal in Finland. This was swiftly followed by a renewed 
attempt to coax the British into accepting a Polish representative on 
the Supreme War Council. According to Sikorski, Poland's exclusion 
from the body was symptomatic of the absence of political preparation 
for the end of the war. He both pleaded and threatened that the Polish 
nation would fight but, 'it must have an opportunity to discuss, in the 
company of its allies, matters which relate to it [the war]. Otherwise it 
[the Polish nation] will be ready to believe enemy propaganda, which 
claims that the rebuilding of Poland is not one of the main war aims'. 41 

Anticipating action in Finland, Sikorski agreed with the French 
authorities to form the Independent Highland Brigade consisting of 
approximately 5,000 men. On 12 March, after a period of intensive 
training, this unit joined French ones which were to be landed in 
Narvik. The northern port in Norway was chosen as much to force the 
neutral states of Norway and Sweden on to the allied side as to secure 
a territorial route to Finland. On 13 March the Finnish and Soviet 
governments ended their hostilities. The Polish Brigade was neverthe¬ 
less sent into Norway, but with a different mission, namely to counter 
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the German invasion of that country. Between 23 April and 14 June 
1940 the Brigade took part in allied action in the region of Narvik. 

The Norwegian campaign gave the Poles an opportunity to partici¬ 
pate directly in the only campaign of the so-called 'phoney war'. Polish 
naval units and soldiers fought jointly with the British and French 
naval and land units. The military performance of the Poles was 
ranked highly and their prowess during the fighting around Narvik 
was visible. But the political benefits of co-operation were not secured. 
The Polish hopes that the Scandinavian campaign might draw the 
Allies into direct conflict with the Soviet Union were not realized. 
Equally unfulfilled were hopes that joint military action might in some 
way be translated into political co-operation. Prior to the fall of France, 
the Polish govemment-in-exile was offered two opportunities to parti¬ 
cipate in the deliberations of the Supreme War Council - on 23 and 27 
April 1940 - on both occasions because of the allied use of Polish units 
in the Norwegian campaign. The Polish delegates, Sikorski and his 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Zaleski, during the first meeting and 
Edward Raczyriski, the Polish Ambassador to London on the second 
occasion, were allowed to attend only the later part of the deliber¬ 
ations. Significantly, they were not present when the political and 
military implications of the campaign were discussed and were merely 
allowed to make a statement at the end when no further discussions 
were taking place. On 23 April, Sikorski presented a report on the state 
of the Polish army. 42 The British and French responses were polite but 
conspicuously non-committal. On the second occasion, Raczynski was 
allowed merely to hear a statement on the progress of the campaign. 43 
This consisted of sentimental and bland expressions of sympathy and 
appreciation for Polish heroism. 

The Polish delegates were not to know that their performances at 
the two council meetings were no more than set pieces. They were not 
aware of the complexity of the debates, on a variety of issues related to 
the campaign, which had preceded their entry to the meetings. They 
therefore did not know that their attendance at both meetings had 
been devoid of political significance. Their initial conviction was that 
they had made a great impression on their allies and had secured all 
that they had set out to obtain. On his return, at a meeting of the Polish 
Council of Ministers in Angers, Zaleski boasted that Sikorski's 
behaviour, as leader of fighting partners, signalled that he was of equal 
stature to the Allies, unlike the Norwegian delegation, who were mere 
supplicants for allied assistance. 44 This euphoria was short lived. 
Doubts and anxieties about the Polish government not being accorded 
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its full standing remained a constant theme of discussions within the 
military and political councils of the exile government. 45 

The Polish government keenly watched to see which joint allied 
organizations could become the forum for debate of matters relating to 
joint war strategy and post-war reconstruction. They focused on the 
Executive War Council as another committee on which they should be 
represented. As a result of continued pressure a Polish delegate was 
allowed to attend a meeting on 30 March, only to be told by General 
Lelong of the French General Staff that, since the Polish army still had 
not reached operational strength, its participation in the Executive's 
meetings would be unnecessary. A British compromise suggestion that 
the Polish delegate be invited to meetings dealing with Polish topics 
was accepted. 46 Colonel Leon Mitkiewicz, who had been appointed by 
Sikorski to the Executive War Council, soon realized that he was not 
informed of the meetings of the Executive War Council and felt that 
when he did attend, he was treated with disdain 47 

During the last months of peace the Polish government had been 
negotiating a joint loan with the French and the British. Minister Beck 
had found both governments extremely unwilling to shoulder the 
burden of Polish rearmament and preparation for war. As a result he 
broke off talks at a time when the British were prepared to offer credits 
to the value of £5 million and the French 600 million francs. As the war 
broke out both governments renewed their offers which were this time 
accepted. 48 These became the first funds which were available to the 
exile government. In addition gold deposits from the Polish national 
bank were successfully taken out of Poland. They were kept intact in 
order to provide the first post-war government with funds for the first 
recovery programmes. 49 The government's running costs were 
covered from the credits available and subsequent ones obtained from 
allied governments. 

The Polish army in France was equipped and maintained by the 
French government. But the signal feature of the first war budgets was 
the amount of money devoted to maintaining inflated and increas¬ 
ingly complex ministerial offices. Military costs, excluding the feeding 
and equipping of the troops, exceeded half of the whole governmental 
budget. Clearly the civilian and military organizations established in 
exile were not aimed at merely providing back-up for the limited 
diplomatic and military organizational matters with which the govern¬ 
ment had to deal. In fact what evolved was a skeleton but nevertheless 
comprehensive government apparatus with an equally comprehen¬ 
sive plan for the continuing development of the army. This immedi- 
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ately raised questions of further recruitment and of the relationship 
between the govemment-in-exile and the underground movements 
which were evolving in Poland. 

In all plans for the future of the Polish armed forces and their role in 
the forthcoming battle against Poland's enemies the Polish leadership 
was inhibited by uncertainty as to whether the Allies would take 
action against the Soviet Union. While this remained a quandary 
which the leadership was not able to resolve, other anxieties came to 
haunt all discussions relating to the use of the Polish army. A con¬ 
sequence of the assumption that the Polish government-in-exile could 
only secure for itself a position of equality within the community of the 
allied powers by making a direct contribution to the joint military 
effort was the real threat that the Polish contribution would exhaust 
and deplete its troops before the liberation of Poland. In such an event, 
there were doubts as to whether the Allies could be relied upon to 
complete the task and restore Poland in pre-September 1939 borders, 
which the Polish exiles hoped to enlarge by the addition of at least East 
Prussia. This further underlined the need to continue expanding the 
Polish military effort while simultaneously proceeding with the task of 
capturing and holding areas which would either become Polish 
spheres of influence or would be incorporated outright into Poland. 

These and other problems were faced in a memorandum entitled 
'Aims of the Polish army' dated 28 February 1940. 50 In it a clear 
statement was made that the choice of operational areas would be to a 
large extent determined by the above considerations, relating to the 
need to continue recruitment into the army and to building up a 
pro-Polish orientation in the areas surrounding Poland. The best 
points of entry into Poland were considered to be the Carpathian 
mountains and Pomerania. Poland would be liberated from the west 
and the south. In addition troops would move into Poland from either 
Finland or the Baltic states. The Balkan and the Baltic fronts had the 
advantage of facilitating the establishment of Polish control over non- 
Polish territories which would have been occupied by either Germany 
or the Soviet Union. 

On 15 April 1940, in anticipation of the imminent creation of the 
Middle Eastern and Balkan fronts, these ideas were further developed 
by General Bronislaw Regulski, Commander of the Polish Mechanized 
and Armoured units in Avignon. 51 In his opinion the South-eastern 
front would give the Poles an opportunity to prepare for future allied 
action south of Poland and in Russia, to participate in joint action with 
the Allies and finally to encourage partisan action and launch a 
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national uprising which would assist the incoming Polish troops. 
According to Regulski, the defeat of the Soviet Union would be 
accompanied by simultaneously pursued military action and a propa¬ 
ganda campaign which would destabilize the southern regions of the 
Soviet Union. 52 He considered that the Georgian, Cossack and Ukrai¬ 
nian populations were most likely to succumb to Polish propaganda 
efforts. 

In the closing section of the expose Regulski referred to one of the 
imponderables which clearly preoccupied Polish military and political 
leaders. On the one hand there was a temptation to allow the Allies to 
do the fighting and to defeat the enemy, which would leave Polish 
troops to enter Poland and place the exile government in power. On 
the other hand the allied willingness to assist the Poles, it was believed, 
could only be guaranteed if the Poles were seen to be fighting partners 
in the war. Regulski suggested that the dilemma could be resolved by 
the Polish exile army assisting in the formation of units consisting of 
other nationalities since these 'would symbolize the Polish contri¬ 
bution to the allied action against the Soviet Union'. In this way, he 
implied, Polish units could be kept out of battle for the more important 
task of capturing power in liberated Poland. 

The issue of the degree to which the govemment-in-exile was 
willing to co-operate with the allied war effort was one which cropped 
up frequently in the quarrels between Sikorski and his opponents 
within the army and the political leadership. It nevertheless remained 
an unresolved dilemma. In April 1940 Sikorski was challenged by his 
Chief of Staff, Colonel Alexander K^dzior. The latter suggested that 
putting the newly formed units into action carried the risk of their 
being depleted. K^dzior had earlier criticized the government for 
allowing the French to plan for the use of an inadequately trained 
Polish brigade in Finland. 53 He considered that the most important 
aim of the Polish army-in-exile should be the liberation of Poland and 
not co-operation with the Allies. 54 He accepted that undeniably the 
defeat of Germany had to come first but he also maintained that the 
main role of the army, once it arrived in Poland, would be to create 
preconditions for the extension of the army and to defend the state. 
K§dzior based his analysis on the assumption that the Allies would 
only be concerned with the defeat of Germany and would proceed no 
further. Therefore the continuing fight against the Soviet Union would 
be faced by Poland alone and that task would have to be held in mind 
throughout the war. 

To Sikorski such ideas were pure treason. He was distressed by 
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Colonel Ktjdzior's statements not just because he was publicly raising 
doubts about the allied commitment to Poland but also because this 
was done at a press conference on the eve of the Norwegian campaign, 
in which Polish units were scheduled to participate. 55 Claiming that 
similar ideas had been responsible for the September disaster, Sikorski 
attacked the very notion that political influence could be obtained 
without direct military commitments. As he put it, 'An army which 
avoids its duties on the front would fail to fulfil the mission which is 
expected of it in this historic moment .. Z. 56 When in May Sikorski 
allowed Gamelin to use another inadequately trained Polish unit 
Kfdzior resigned. 57 

Clearly what the Polish leadership was grappling with was the need 
to try and draw a clear distinction between the use of the army for the 
liberation of Poland, on the one hand, and for the purpose of co¬ 
operation with the Allies on the other. The realities of the war and the 
Polish conviction that political influence would only be obtained as a 
result of military co-operation rather than by using diplomatic skill 
precluded such a clear distinction from ever being made. 

Even before the fall of France the obsession that 'perhaps all roads 
lead to Poland' had firmly taken hold. This is exactly what happened 
in the case of the French decision to station troops in the Middle East. 
To the French this was obviously in defence of French North African 
possessions. Why the Poles considered it desirable to go in with the 
French is less obvious. But as Sikorski was heard reasoning, 'it is not 
possible to say which road to Poland will turn out to be the longest and 
which the shortest'. 58 It was difficult to identify a direct link between 
participation in allied strategy in the Middle East and the liberation of 
Poland. 

The Poles, trying to anticipate the future course of the war, tried to 
resolve this by envisaging the development of a Balkan front. Since that 
would hinge on the attitude of Turkey, the Polish government took an 
interest in its view of the war. But the Polish Ambassador to Turkey, 
Sokolnicki, who was extremely well informed of the complexities of 
that country's foreign policy, warned that it was not possible to think of 
a limited war. 59 Turkish co-operation with the Allies would only come 
about as a result of major events and political shifts, in which case the 
Balkan front, so advantageous to the Poles, would most probably be 
the least of the Allies' concerns. Sokolnicki advised that the govern¬ 
ment should look at the direction in which allied thinking was devel¬ 
oping and not view minor military theatres in separation from the 
whole. 
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His perceived need to place Polish units in geographical locations 
which could serve as a springboard for the Balkan front led to 
Sikorski's efforts to create a number of Polish units, including an air 
force, in the Middle East. This was encouraged by General Weygand's 
nomination to the East Mediterranean theatre. French plans for a 
Levantine front raised Polish hopes of a campaign against the Soviet 
Union. 60 On 2 April Sikorski authorized the creation of the Brigade of 
Carpathian Fusiliers. Commanded by Colonel Kopanski, the brigade 
was based near Beirut. It was hoped that it would expand to 7,000 men. 
In fact by the time of the fall of France it numbered less than 3,000. 

The Poles saw the German attack on France as the long awaited 
opportunity to rout the enemy and to liberate Poland. They had 
thrown in their lot with the French ally and Sikorski was confident 
that the outcome was a foregone conclusion. In that they were not 
alone. The British Chiefs of Staff had in the early spring of 1940 been 
confident that the French army was capable of withstanding a com¬ 
bined German and Italian attack. 61 Full economic and military co¬ 
operation had apparently been achieved, as well as an uneasy under¬ 
standing about the aims of the war. 62 The defeat of France was not 
seriously considered. 

Lord Gort, the Commander-in-Chief of the British Expeditionary 
Force, started having doubts about the French defence capabilities as 
early as 15 May 63 On 28 May, Sikorski still deluded himself that France 
and Britain were determined to resist at all costs. 64 On 15 June the 
French Prime Minister Reynaud informed Zaleski that he was plan¬ 
ning to evacuate his government to North Africa. 65 He advised the 
Poles to move their government and troops to Great Britain. Fortu¬ 
nately for them the British had already decided to facilitate the 
removal from France of as many troops as possible. Thus when 
Sikorski came to Britain and met British military and political leaders 
on 19 June, he was assured that every endeavour would be made to 
bring to Britain the greatest possible number of Polish troops. 66 

The evacuation of Polish troops was made difficult, among many 
other reasons, by the fact that from the onset of German-French 
hostilities they had been committed to fighting and no plans had been 
developed for the eventuality of France's defeat. In most cases Polish 
commanders neither wanted nor were able to extricate Polish units 
from the ongoing battles against the invading German troops. 
Although Sikorski issued radio instructions to the troops to make their 
way to the nearest port from which they could be picked up, military 
activities and the general disorganization which prevailed in the wake 
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of the German attack made it impossible for orderly transfers to take 
place. 

Four Polish units, at various stages of training and organization, had 
been committed to the French war effort. The 10th Armoured Brigade 
fought in Champagne. On 18 June, when all fighting had ended, it was 
dispersed in order to avoid capture by the Germans. Most of the men 
tried to make their way individually to southern ports from which a 
number were subsequently brought to Britain. The 1st Grenadier 
Division fought in Lorraine with the French 2nd Army Group. When 
the German troops broke through the Maginot Line on 12 June and 
moved north and north-east, the Polish units heeded Sikorski's 
instructions and dispersed to move south. The fate of the 2nd Infantry 
Division was the most prosaic. This division fought in Alsace and with 
French units crossed into Switzerland on 19 June. The Swiss decided to 
treat them as part of the French 45th Corps and briefly threatened to 
return the Polish soldiers to occupied France. Only as a result of 
determined negotiations by the Polish commanders and the Polish 
representatives in Berne was this threat averted. The 11,000 men were 
nevertheless disarmed and their equipment was handed over to the 
German authorities in accordance with agreements signed by the 
Vichy authorities and the German government. 67 They remained in 
Switzerland throughout the war, in spite of repeated and strenuous 
efforts by the Polish govemment-in-exile to have them released. Polish 
troops in the region of Coetquidan had been mobilized to defend 
Brittany. Most did not go into battle but were moved to the coast and 
evacuated to Britain. 

Sikorski was subsequently criticized for having failed to assert clear 
leadership during the fraught days of the French defeat. Between 11 
and 17 June he was negotiating with the French government and was 
out of touch with his own government. Then suddenly on 18 June he 
was airlifted to Britain where he secured British support for the arrival 
of the Polish govemment-in-exile and all troops which could be saved. 
The evacuation of troops was left in the hands of subordinates. Bitter 
criticism of his role was fuelled by the realization that only 23.5 per 
cent of previously enlisted men, 27,614 in all, had arrived in Britain. 
16,092 men were taken prisoner and 54,647 remained either in Switzer¬ 
land, France or were known to be making their way to Spain. 

The fall of France was a tragic setback for Sikorski's hopes of making 
a major military contribution to the war. The army which had been 
painstakingly built up, and on which hung such important and gran¬ 
diose hopes, was now scattered. All of Sikorski's political and military 
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plans had been based on the assumption that a direct contribution 
would be made to allied fighting. More importantly, the illusion of a 
swift reversal of fortunes and of a victorious return to Poland was 
gone. The defeat of France also shattered the conviction that the war 
could essentially be confined to the European theatre. 

Until June 1940 Britain was viewed as a secondary ally. Now she 
became the principal and the only patron. In the elaboration of war 
plans imperial and global interests would inevitably take priority over 
European interests. There was no reason for the Poles to think that 
Britain would take as lively an interest in the East European balance of 
power as France had. It could be argued, as the Poles did, that France's 
interest in East European affairs was never constant; nor was it neces¬ 
sarily favourable to Polish interests. Nevertheless, French foreign 
policy and strategic priorities always took into account the need for 
some form of Eastern front. During the inter-war period this might not 
have been successfully translated into direct economic assistance or 
military co-operation but it clearly was there and that always gave rise 
to hopes that France's European war would facilitate Polish aims and 
aspirations. After the fall of France, the fate of Poland became associ¬ 
ated with Britain, a country whose interest in European politics had 
frequently been of a transitory character and which furthermore had 
shown scant interest in East European politics. British territorial and 
economic aims were unlikely to coincide with those of Poland, and the 
need to defend the economic and political interests of the British 
empire was likely to be a powerful distraction from the perceived 
parochial demands of a minor European state. 




2 Britain and German expansion in 
Eastern and South-eastern Europe 


In 1939 a war in Central and Western Europe could not be viewed by a 
British government as a conflict to which it should devote all of its 
military and economic potential. But German aggression in Europe 
clearly could and did pose a threat to Britain and its globally scattered 
interests. Nevertheless the defence of these would always involve the 
defence of imperial priorities, naval communications and economic 
links with British markets. The inevitable conclusion of this dilemma 
was a preference, at least in London, for seeing Europe primarily as a 
French effort to which the British would make a contribution, while 
proceeding with training and equipping its own army, which was not 
expected to be ready until 1941. 

By the beginning of 1939 Britain took a direct interest in French 
plans against Germany and Italy. This concern was affirmed by the 
course of military planning and co-operation, pursued by the British 
and French military staffs since February 1939. By May plans for the 
despatch of the British Expeditionary Force to fight with the French in 
Europe evolved in greater detail. Not only were the French assured of 
the presence of thirty-two British divisions on French soil by the end of 
the second year of war, but these were also to be provided with the 
latest and best equipment. 1 

Far more telling was an analysis of what the British had decided not 
to pledge to the European war. In the first place they had refused to 
bow to French pressure to use the bulk of the Royal Air Force (RAF) in 
defence of France. Nor would Bomber Command authorize attacks on 
German cities and industries, unless the Germans first bombed the 
British Isles. Clearly Britain hoped that Germany would be defeated by 
French forces. 

When war broke out, the view that the French were in command of 
that side of the ship was maintained by both political and military 
leaders in London. 2 Britain's limited contribution to the continental 
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war effort made it impossible for British politicians and generals to 
assume the initiative in that region. The establishment of the Supreme 
War Council, a body which was to direct the course of Franco-British 
military action, added nothing to the reality of the relationship. It was 
in practice no more than a forum for debate and discussion and 
assumed no effective control over joint military plans, since these 
plainly did not exist. Most importantly the Allies had no plans for 
assuming the initiative against Germany. The Supreme War Council 
became a forum for airing of plans for a number of peripheral cam¬ 
paigns: the Balkan campaign was discussed on 15 September, the 
Soviet attack on Finland in November and allied assistance to Norway 
in April 1940. 3 The Western front, the main one in Europe, continued 
to be the subject over which General Gamelin retained control and 
therefore was not discussed at the meetings of the Supreme War 
Council. 

Although the British political and military leadership could cover up 
their inactivity with the explanation that they were waiting for the 
French to assume the initiative in fighting Germany, the French could 
not evade the issue so easily. They had to think of their security. A 
psychology of caution and foreboding paralysed the French High 
Command. General Maurice Gamelin, the French Commander-in- 
Chief, appeared to see himself as the custodian of France's long-term 
military potential. His conviction in the long, drawn-out war, for 
which he believed to be preparing France, did not permit him to 
authorize the squandering of valuable and scarce French resources on 
military operations which might not directly contribute to the ultimate 
defeat of Germany. 4 Unlike the British, Gamelin knew only too well 
the French army's shortcomings and was sensitive to the limited 
British contribution to the defence of France. In these circumstances, 
the German attack on Poland did not lead to the emergence of new 
military plans for action against Germany. 

In the first months of war, the western Allies, far from posing any 
form of challenge to Germany, did all possible to reassure Germany 
that they should not be viewed as posing a threat. Rolling on to their 
backs, to display their soft underbellies to the potential aggressor, both 
hoped to gain time, rearm and launch an attack, not then, but later. 

On 1 September the ferocity and success of the German attack on 
Poland forced British politicians to face a dilemma which they had 
earlier recognized, but not yet fully resolved, namely how to respond 
to German aggression in Eastern Europe. German claims on Czecho¬ 
slovakia in 1938 had caused the British government to move away 
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from the previous policy of detachment from that region. Not entirely 
unwillingly Chamberlain was drawn into the Czechoslovak-German 
conflict mainly in order to forestall a major European conflagration, 
but also in order to assume some control over French involvement in 
East European politics. France's commitment to defend Czecho¬ 
slovakia was linked with the Franco-Soviet agreement. In the early 
months of 1938 few international statesmen doubted that the con¬ 
sequences of a German attack on Czechoslovakia would be Europe¬ 
wide. France's support for that state would have resulted in the Soviet 
Union coming to Czechoslovakia's aid. Britain could not have stood 
apart from such a serious conflict, and would no doubt have assisted 
France in her actions against Germany. But the Soviet Union's need to 
cross Polish or Romanian territory to assist Czechoslovakia militarily 
would have been an added complication. In 1938 it was predicted that 
Poland would most likely throw in her lot with Germany. Her 
economic and political ties with Hitler's regime were strong, notwith¬ 
standing the unresolved problem of the Free City of Danzig. 

This line-up of protagonists was avoided. The Munich conference, 
initiated by Neville Chamberlain's personal diplomacy, dispelled the 
crisis by allowing Germany to claim Czechoslovak territories. The 
French commitment to Czechoslovakia was replaced by a vague refer¬ 
ence to the need for the four Munich conference powers to guarantee 
the integrity of the now renamed Czecho-Slovakia. In the opening 
months of 1939 Britain's focus of attention shifted to the threat of a 
German invasion of the Low Countries, only to be drawn back to the 
east by rumours of a planned German attack on Danzig in early March 
and fears of Germany assuming control over Romanian oil. 

Thus, in the crisis month of March 1939 Britain was forced to accept 
that German aggression in Eastern and South-eastern Europe was a 
matter of direct concern to Britain because it threatened European 
stability. British responses nevertheless were ambiguous. In 1938 the 
Foreign Office had become alarmed at the extent of German economic, 
and consequently also political, influence in South-eastern Europe. 
This development had already been noted in 1936 and had been 
monitored by the French and British ministries responsible for these 
matters. In the autumn of 1938, after extensive consultations had taken 
place between the Foreign Office and the Treasury, the matter was 
discussed by the Foreign Policy Committee of the Cabinet. The 
outcome of these consultations was a Cabinet decision that, although it 
was undesirable, the growth of German influence in that part of 
Europe could not be counteracted without a major programme of 
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investments, subsidies and grants or at least credit guarantees. Since 
these were not readily available for South-eastern and East European 
states, with which Britain had only limited commercial and economic 
contacts, the Foreign Office accepted that the British government's 
desired objective of retaining some pro-British orientation in that 
region could not be secured. 5 Arguably this decision meant that 
Britain would not seek an open confrontation with Germany in the 
region. 

Britain's equivocation was tested in the first half of March 1939 by 
three events that followed each other in rapid succession. The first 
was the German occupation of Prague on 14 March and the creation of 
the German protectorate in Slovakia a few days later. These were 
closely followed by extremely worrying rumours, whose origins were 
confused, of German pressure on Romania to secure a monopoly of 
that country's oil production. Finally, British politicians became aware 
of the possibility that Germany and Poland were heading for a con¬ 
frontation over German claims to Danzig. The last was particularly 
worrying because Britain, in its capacity as member of the League of 
Nations, was one of the guarantors of the Free City of Danzig. The 
result of anxious Cabinet deliberations which took place daily, and at 
times twice daily, in the second half of March was that Chamberlain 
approved the Foreign Office's initiative to try to build an anti-German 
bloc in Eastern Europe. 6 A British guarantee to defend Poland against 
German aggression, made by Neville Chamberlain in the House of 
Commons on 31 March, was followed by an undertaking to Romania. 

Nevertheless these gestures were not backed by decisions and poli¬ 
cies which would have left no doubt in the minds of the German 
policy-makers and assured the recipients of the British guarantees that 
Britain was putting the full weight of her military and diplomatic 
weight behind an anti-German bloc in the east. 7 Even though in the 
course of future months the British and French governments agreed 
to make available aid for investment in the Romanian oil industry, this 
was never enough to overcome the serious doubts and divisions 
which existed within the Romanian army and Romanian royal house¬ 
hold on the subject of opposing Germany. Indeed, efforts to assure 
Germany that Romania was not committed to the British side 
remained the most notable feature of Romania's communications with 
German officials. 8 A similar situation prevailed in Poland. Even 
though the Polish Minister for Foreign Affairs, J6zef Beck, was willing 
to accept a British commitment against Germany, he still continued his 
own efforts to reach an accommodation with Germany and rejected 
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all attempts to induce him to agree with Romania and the Soviet 
Union on a joint response to German aggression. 9 

At the root of both Romanian and Polish policies lay Britain's failure 
to convince both that it was in their best interests to enter into 
agreements which could be interpreted by Germany as hostile. As long 
as British financial and military plans for action in Europe were con¬ 
fined to the Western front both Romania and Poland were keenly 
aware of the fact that the burden of building and sustaining an Eastern 
front against Germany was going to be shouldered by them. 10 The 
result was that while both took seriously into account the possibility of 
a German attack in the near future neither was going to throw away 
recklessly even the slimmest chance of negotiating their way out of 
trouble. Accordingly, between April and September 1939 the Roman¬ 
ian government kept open diplomatic lines with both London and 
Berlin. The Poles, fearful of the growing stalemate over Danzig, 
assumed that German aggression was likely to occur in the near future 
and went ahead with plans for war, confident that France and Britain 
would come to their aid. 11 Nevertheless they too sought to keep open 
channels for the resumption of negotiations. 

When the Germans attacked Poland, British politicians proved 
unwilling to re-examine fully the dilemmas which they had been 
facing and coping with on a piecemeal basis since at least March 1939. 
All decisions on any action which they considered necessary had 
already been implemented or were in the process of being imple¬ 
mented: a minor Act of Parliament allowing conscription during 
peacetime had been approved in April; staff talks with the French had 
been taking place since April; the re-equipment of the British Expe¬ 
ditionary Force that was to be sent to the Continent had already been 
given priority; 12 new investments in armament and munitions indus¬ 
tries had been approved in February 1939, though these were con¬ 
strained by strict budgetary limits. 13 

Basing itself on the experiences of the First World War, the 
Chamberlain Cabinet decided on 23 August to consider broadening its 
political appeal in the event of war breaking out. 14 The result of 
deliberations, and behind the scene negotiations, was singularly unim¬ 
pressive. Neither the Labour nor the Liberal Parties were willing to 
join a government so little changed from the one which they believed 
to have been responsible for the failed policy of appeasement. The 
only two interesting additions to the previous team were the inclusion 
of Winston Churchill as First Lord of the Admiralty and Anthony Eden 
with responsibility for Dominions affairs. Most importantly Chamber- 




Britain and German expansion 


33 


lain and Halifax remained in control, facing little opposition within the 
House of Commons and none from their own team. In these circum¬ 
stances it is not surprising that no review of previous policies was 
undertaken. Foreign policy and military priorities remained as before, 
and merely adjusted to the new situation. It would take more than the 
defeat of Poland to cause a major political shake-up in the 
government. 

In Britain, from the very beginning, the war was not seen as a 
struggle to liberate Poland but as one to defeat Germany. This distinc¬ 
tion, which was made openly by British politicians, would make a 
great difference to the Poles and Czechs. It meant that at least until 
German aggression was seen to affect British interests directly, poli¬ 
ticians and leaders alike were in a quandary as to whether and what 
actions should be taken in response to the German initiatives. 

In the first months of the war. Cabinet discussions were dominated 
by three areas of concern which were not always clearly formulated. 
They were the implications of the Polish defeat, the future role of the 
Soviet Union and the need to prevent Germany from obtaining access 
to raw materials. Deliberations about them tended to be uneasy and 
inconclusive. By the end of September, when the defeat of Poland by 
German and Soviet troops was confirmed, the need to prevent 
Germany restocking in oil from Romania and other vital raw materials 
from other European states came to be seen as the most important 
issue. 

One of the key factors which had earlier constrained the develop¬ 
ment of any military plans for assisting the Poles was the lack of direct 
lines of communication with Poland. In any case, it had been decided 
in the course of the Franco-British Staff talks in May 1939 not to 
attempt to give Poland direct military assistance in the event of a 
German attack. 15 Not surprisingly, therefore, the September discuss¬ 
ions of the Polish ability to resist Germany tended to produce senti¬ 
ments of support rather than effective decisions. British inactivity in 
the face of a concerted and increasingly successful German war in 
Poland nevertheless did cause some disquiet within governmental 
bodies. There existed some embarrassment about the lack of response, 
since neither politicians nor military leaders could plead ignorance 
about the nature of the war. But this unease never gave rise to an open 
admission of the obvious conclusion, namely that Britain was not 
going to take action herself. 

On 8 September, the Cabinet was informed of a report which had 
been received from General Carton de Wiart, the Head of the British 
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Military Mission to Poland. Carton de Wiart, a colourful character who 
had earlier retired to live in Poland, spoke Polish and had excellent 
contacts within the Polish military leadership. His reports were 
authoritative and well informed. At this early date he informed the 
Cabinet that Polish resistance was faltering. 16 The next day the Cabinet 
once more discussed news from Poland, this time a report by Captain 
Davis of the British Military Mission. The need for military assistance 
was stressed by Davis, as it had been in the earlier report. 17 The British 
Ambassador to Poland, Sir Howard Kennard, accompanied the Polish 
government when it left Warsaw and throughout was able to keep his 
government informed of the extent of German action against Poland. 
He particularly drew attention to. the fact that he, together with 
members of the diplomatic community, saw German aeroplanes 
bombing civilian targets. In a report filed immediately after he had left 
Polish territory he summarized his impressions on the subject. 

Commenting on this the Foreign Office drew attention to the 
potentially embarrassing implications of the information which had 
been received from Poland. Were the Foreign Office to acknowledge 
publicly that it was aware of indiscriminate German air attacks, there 
could be a public outcry with demands for Britain to do something to 
stop German bombing. Since neither the fact of German troops attack¬ 
ing Poland nor the nature of the warfare was going to change the 
government's policy of non-involvement in the Eastern front, dissemi¬ 
nation of this information was not welcome. But, the Foreign Office 
reasoned, in future hostilities a situation might arise in which there 
might be a need to refer to Germany's actions in Poland. An admission 
would then have to be made that German atrocities had been known 
of and ignored. It was clear that excessive knowledge of German 
actions in Poland could be embarrassing to the British while being 
unlikely to affect policy-making. 18 

Obviously, once war started, Britain could do little militarily or 
politically to prevent the fall of Poland. Before the German attack on 
Poland it was realized that supplying Poland from the west would be 
an impossible task, in particular since the Baltic was to all intents and 
purposes going to be closed. The subject was discussed on several 
occasions, notably during the Franco-British Staff talks and the British- 
Polish Staff talks. The only possible route for overland transit to 
Poland was from the Mediterranean through Romania. The speed of 
German victories rendered the conclusions of these talks obsolete even 
before the ships could be loaded. General Mieczyslaw Norwid- 
Neugebauer, the Head of the Polish Military Mission which arrived in 
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Britain in August, found the British military authorities very reluctant 
to provide any equipment. In spite of having asked for Hurricane 
fighter aircraft, anti-aircraft guns and quantities of ammunition, he 
obtained very little. He was merely promised 10,000 Hotchkiss guns 
and 15-20 million rounds of ammunition, and even then the consign¬ 
ment was to be completed in six months' time. 19 However, by mid- 
September, four ships were ready to leave British ports with the aim of 
delivering supplies to Poland along an overland route through 
Romania. By then Norwid-Neugebauer had obtained 44 planes and 
5,000 Hotchkiss guns. But on 14 September, the Deputy Chiefs of Staff 
were considering 'what action should be taken as regards various 
consignments of war stores which are already on their way or about to 
be despatched to Poland'. 20 The military situation in Poland was so 
uncertain that even though it was decided to allow the ships to sail to 
the Mediterranean, the captains were not to be given further instruc¬ 
tions until they neared the Dardanelles. The Deputy Chiefs of Staff 
report concluded, 'If, when the time came, Poland had been com¬ 
pletely over-run it was for consideration whether these armaments 
should be diverted to Romania, Turkey, Greece or Egypt'. 21 The truth 
of the matter was that Britain simply did not have spare equipment. 
Her own rearmament programme, which had only been initiated in 
the spring of 1939, meant that British services were experiencing 
serious shortages. The supplying of an ally, who was in any case likely 
to be defeated, had to be balanced against British long-term needs. 

In spite of their unease about their own inaction, neither the political 
leaders nor the military chiefs were prepared to recommend a change 
in British policy, although they did seek to reassure themselves that 
they had done all that was possible. On 10 September the Cabinet was 
informed that the Chiefs of Air Staff were to look at the possibility of 
'sending high flying aircraft over Germany in daylight with a view of 
upsetting German industry by causing air raid alarms'. 22 On the 
following day the Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax reported that leaf¬ 
letting was apparently not making a great impression in Germany, 
'but that anything in the shape of news was eagerly awaited'. 23 

The Polish Ambassador in London and the Head of the Polish 
Military Mission in London persisted in requesting that Britain take 
action against Germany. In Poland, the British Ambassador Howard 
Kennard and his French counterpart Leon Noel were acutely aware 
that British and French military action was anticipated in Poland as the 
only means of averting defeat. During the night of 6 to 7 September, 
Beck defined the main aim of his diplomatic endeavours as putting 
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diplomatic pressure on the two western Allies to commence aerial 
action against Germany. 24 In these circumstances it was considered 
inadvisable to state openly that such action would not be initiated 
even though it had already been decided during the course of the 
Franco-British military talks that there would be no direct military 
involvement by either in the Eastern front. It was left to the Head of 
the British Military Mission to Poland and the British Ambassador to 
offer the Poles reassurance while making no promises. 

On 8 September Kennard was furnished by the Foreign Office with 
information which he was to use in discussions with the Poles. He was 
advised to try to skirt around the painful and embarrassing question of 
whether the British or the French were responsible for lack of British 
aerial action against Germany on the Western front. He was to deny 
that British anxiety about American public opinion was in some way 
influencing decisions about bombing German territory. Most emphati¬ 
cally, Kennard was to persist in refuting any suggestion that Britain 
had failed to assist Poland. The Foreign Office telegram to Kennard 
concluded by stating that Britain's very declaration of war on 
Germany had already rendered Poland assistance. The Poles were to 
appreciate that the ability of British warplanes to fly over German 
territory and the consequent threat of British air strikes against 
German bases and aerodromes had 'contained' the German air force. 
According to the Foreign Office, up to 50 per cent of the German aerial 
capacity could have been considered to have been thus immobilized. 
Finally, Kennard was to point out that, were it not for the threat of 
British action, these aeroplanes would have been used against Poland. 25 

Poland's brief semblance of holding out against Germany was not 
enough in itself to cause a change of policy. On 8 September, having 
considered General Carton de Wiart's report, the Cabinet members 
agreed once more that the only way Poland could be given assistance 
was by 'waging war on Germany until Poland was rehabilitated'. In 
other words the defeat of Poland was accepted as a foregone conclu¬ 
sion even before that occurred. It was furthermore agreed that the 
liberation of Poland would only be possible after the ultimate defeat of 
Germany. 26 

Thus the joint Anglo-French decision to remain passive while 
Germany attacked in the east was not altered by the course of the 
German-Polish war. During the First Meeting of the Supreme War 
Council, on 12 September, Chamberlain restated this point. He spoke 
of the inevitability of the Polish defeat. Had British supplies been 
available to the Poles, according to Chamberlain, their resistance 
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would have been strengthened and perhaps prolonged. But their 
ultimate defeat could not have been avoided. At this early stage in the 
war, the British Prime Minister maintained that 'the only real help to 
Poland lay in winning the war'. Not interfering with Germany while 
she was occupied in Poland appeared to offer Britain the advantage of 
being able to continue undisturbed preparing for the inevitable future 
confrontation. The possibility that the RAF's actions over Germany 
might involve civilian casualties was considered to carry the risk of 
alienating neutral opinion, notably in the United States where 
Chamberlain hoped Roosevelt would be able in due course to per¬ 
suade Congress to repeal the neutrality legislation. 27 

Whichever way Chamberlain looked at the subject of Poland, it was 
obvious that he saw no reasons for altering Britain's policy of military 
inactivity. This was made clear once more by Chamberlain in one of his 
regular letters to his sisters. Writing on 17 September, he mused upon 
the course of past and possible future events: 

Poland is about finished now and Hitler will very soon be in a 
position to move his aircraft and part of his Eastern Army elsewhere. 
What will he do? Some, including I think our own HQ expect him to 
build up forces for an attack in the West. I cannot take that view 
myself. I see no possibility of his scoring a major success in the West 
and surely he must have one to keep up the spirits of his people and 
encourage neutrals to take his side. 28 

On 9 September a new issue had been introduced to the Cabinet. 
Under the heading 'Anticipated Duration of War' Chamberlain 
opened a discussion on war aims. Information had apparently been 
received suggesting that Hitler might succeed in exploiting British and 
French inactivity to induce the Poles to surrender. Chamberlain was 
not prepared to be drawn into making any statements on the subject. 
He nevertheless appreciated the necessity of defending the position of 
the government. At the same time government thinking on the subject 
of the duration and the course of the war needed to be clarified. 29 
Immediately after the meeting a declaration was made to the press 
stating that the government was operating 'on the assumption that the 
duration of the war would be at least three years'. 

In the House of Commons Chamberlain was challenged on several 
occasions to make a statement on Britain's war aims. In each case he 
refused to be drawn. Explaining that fighting was still taking place in 
Poland, Chamberlain avoided committing himself to any territorial 
promises. There was a general agreement both within the government 
and the House of Commons that during the First World War commit- 
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merits of this type had been a mistake. They had made wartime 
diplomacy difficult and had hindered the peace process at the end of 
hostilities. 30 

The government's acceptance that the defeat of Poland could not be 
averted did not mean that British politicians and civil servants had 
removed Poland entirely from their considerations. On 6 September 
the Cabinet was informed by the Chancellor of the Exchequer that the 
Bank of England had made appropriate arrangements to secure 
control of funds which the Bank of International Settlement was 
holding on behalf of a Polish bank. This was done in order to prevent 
the German authorities gaining access to Polish accounts. 31 The loan 
and credits of £5 million, which had been only grudgingly offered to 
Poland during peacetime, and which had been rejected by the Polish 
Minister for Foreign Affairs, Colonel J6zef Beck, as derisory, were now 
once more offered. On 7 September the Treasury completed arrange¬ 
ments for £5 million to be granted to Poland in order to facilitate 
purchases of war materials. 32 

The Treasury's attitude towards Poland generally, and towards the 
question of financial assistance for strengthening Poland's fighting 
capacity in particular, remained consistent with views expressed 
during the negotiations in the summer. It could be suggested that it 
remained in line with the government's policies towards the Eastern 
front at the time. Robert Waley, Principal Assistant Secretary in the 
Treasury, minuted on 1 September his regret that the indiscreet British 
Ambassador in Warsaw had given the Poles the opportunity to reopen 
the question of financial assistance. Equally, he regretted that it was 
impossible not to offer now the loan which had been made available to 
the Poles in July. 33 

The speed of Germany's military victory brought to the fore another 
subject. Earlier the Poles had let it be known that some form of exile 
authority would be set up in the event of a defeat in the war. The 
attitude of the Foreign Office had been that there would clearly be 
some advantages in such a government being brought together 
outside occupied Poland. It was nevertheless assumed that its role 
would be limited. Again, lessons were drawn from the experiences of 
the First World War. While the desirability of establishing some Polish 
authority abroad was accepted, it was assumed that its role would be 
purely symbolic. 

In a message to Sir Reginald Floare, the British Minister in Romania, 
a country through which the bulk of fleeing Poles were likely to pass, 
the Foreign Office wrote on 16 September that it was considered very 
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important for a Polish government to continue de jure 'wherever they 
may decide to go'. 34 Behind this support for the maintenance of a 
Polish authority was the generally positive British response to 
informal Polish suggestions that naval units, airforce crews and 
soldiers could be used by the British in the continuing war. This subject 
was already being discussed in British military circles. 

In the message of 16 September, Hoare was asked to ascertain the 
likelihood of the Polish troops being able to cross into Romania. With a 
complete lack of understanding of Romanian-German relations, the 
Foreign Office put it to Hoare that the Romanian government might 
have some use for the Polish troops, which they were otherwise likely 
to intern. Romania's military capacity had never been highly rated by 
the Chiefs of Staff. Their acquisition of Polish equipment was con¬ 
sidered by the Foreign Office to be a very good idea. It was believed 
that, if the Germans subsequently attacked Romania, it would 
welcome the military assistance of Polish soldiers and would make 
good use of the scarce equipment thus obtained. 35 

The reality of the situation in Bucharest was totally different from 
that assumed in London. The British and French hope that Romania 
would at least try to deny Germany access to oil reserves was based on 
an incorrect analysis of the strength of the pro-western faction within 
the royal household. At the beginning of the war the Prime Minister 
managed to persuade the King not to declare neutrality, which could 
have been viewed by the western Allies as a sign of hostility, by 5 
September. But, threatened by Hungarian troop concentrations and 
menaced by Ribbentrop's warnings, the Crown Council issued a 
declaration which indicated a preference for a policy of neutrality. 36 
The Romanian government still tried to argue briefly with Germany 
that this neutrality was not infringed by supplies routed through its 
territory to Poland. When Poland's defeat appeared imminent, 
Romania's neutral stance became noticeably more benevolent towards 
Germany. The foolish notion that Romania might disagree with, let 
alone fight against, Germany originated in the Foreign Office and the 
British Ambassador in Bucharest had to argue against it. On 18 Sept¬ 
ember the Romanian government, having first allowed members of the 
Polish government to cross the border, interned them. 

British diplomatic pressure on the Romanians to release the Poles 
was bound to be unsuccessful. It was left to Hoare to disabuse the 
British government of its conviction that it still had some leverage with 
the Romanian government. The Foreign Office had instructed him to 
press the Romanians to allow the Polish government to leave. Hoare 
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was to warn the Romanian authorities that a refusal to let the Poles 
depart would create a bad impression in European capitals. Replying 
on 19 September, he questioned the likelihood of this type of argument 
carrying weight in Romania. 'Does anybody in England or France 
imagine that a "deplorable impression" has not been created in every 
country in Europe by the absolute and complete failure of the French 
and British to afford the Poles even a few days breathing space in 
which to check German pressure?' 37 

The British Minister in Bucharest felt it necessary to make these 
points in so forceful a manner because during September, as the focus 
of attention moved away from the inevitable fate of Poland, new plans 
to limit Germany's military capacity emerged. Romanian oil became 
one of the commodities which the British hoped to deny Germany. 
Unfortunately Britain's presence and British prestige in Romania were 
slight, and the pace of events was clearly being set by Germany. 

That September King Carol of Romania, never a man of great 
resolve, came increasingly under the influence of the pro-German 
wing of his court advisers. His own anxieties about the German-Soviet 
rapprochement were heightened by the apparent absence of British 
resolve to assist Romania. The belief that Turkey and the Soviet Union, 
both potentially Romania's enemies, were the two focal points of 
British and French diplomacy, made it easier for pro-German elements 
to persuade the King not to follow pro-British policies. 38 As a result, at 
the end of September, the Romanian government sought an 
accommodation with Germany. 

The Romanian government was nevertheless still keeping open 
other options, having made no clear commitments. Efforts were made 
to open talks with the Soviet Union aimed at resolving disputes over 
Bessarabia, and hopes were still harboured that perhaps Britain, and 
maybe also France, would reconsider their policy of only partial 
involvement in Balkan affairs. 39 The extent of British influence and 
prestige remained unclear. Unless some major policy initiatives were 
made in the direction of assisting militarily the Balkan states, that 
influence and prestige were likely to wane. Decisive military and 
political action by Britain then could still have prevented Romania 
from assuming a pro-German policy. Such action was not forthcoming. 

The Romanian decision to intern the Polish government effectively 
ended that government's hopes of transforming itself into an exile 
authority. The French, on whose territory the government was to be 
formed, took a direct interest in the matter. 40 The British assumed that 
the Polish govemment-in-exile would neither settle in Britain nor seek 
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financial assistance from Britain. British politicians therefore viewed 
the matter as essentially a French problem. On 27 September Clifford 
Norton, until recently the Counsellor of the British embassy in 
Warsaw, wrote that the French government should be allowed to 
assume control over issues relating to the future Polish government- 
in-exile. He argued that the government would most likely reside in 
France and the French would be responsible for organizing its military 
resources. The Polish government-in-exile would clearly be a French 
problem. 41 Discussing the desirability of having General Wieniawa- 
Dlugoszowski, the Polish Ambassador to Rome, at the head of the 
exile government, Alexander Cadogan, the Permanent Under¬ 
secretary of State at the Foreign Office, agreed with the views 
expressed by Norton. These comments reveal the degree of British 
disinterest in Poland and its government-in-exile. Cadogan regarded 
the lack of French consultation as more of an issue for British foreign 
policy than the question of who would lead the new Polish govern¬ 
ment. 42 

On 26 September the Polish Ambassador in London, Count Edward 
Raczyfiski, informed the Foreign Secretary, Lord Halifax, of the deci¬ 
sion to form a government-in-exile based in Paris and headed by 
Wieniawa-Dtugoszowski. On receiving the Polish Ambassador's 
note, Halifax is quoted as asking 'what was expected of him in connec¬ 
tion with this matter?' 43 The diffidence of the British contrasted with 
the swiftness of the French objection to the Polish choice of President. 
As Raczynski was leaving, Cadogan handed Halifax a note from the 
French government stating that it had refused to recognize a Polish 
government headed by Colonel Beck's old crony. Within the Foreign 
Office and the military committees no views were expressed about the 
choice of men who were to form the Polish government-in-exile. In 
fact, few personalities were known in London. Early in the war the 
French authorities had identified General Wladyslaw Sikorski as 
the man they wanted to see in charge of Polish affairs in exile. In 
London he was unknown. Even in June 1940, when Sikorski had been 
the Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief in the govemment-in- 
exile for nine months, Peter Wilkinson of the British Military Mission, 
who organized Sikorski's departure from France, was still to feel that 
the Polish leader was entirely unknown outside the Foreign Office. 
More importantly he was unknown in the War Office, even though 
agreements for the use of Polish air crews and few surviving naval 
units had been made in September. 44 

The British government might have been uninvolved in the con- 
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troversies surrounding the creation of a Polish government-in-exile, 
but it was not indifferent. On 21 September the Cabinet discussed the 
desirability of a Polish government remaining in existence. The main 
reason given for supporting the creation of a Polish government was 
the need for it to assume control of Polish resources. These were listed 
as 'a large sum in gold, certain naval units, a large Polish man-power 
capable of being organized into Divisions for use on the Western 
front'. 45 The use of Polish manpower was of some, though not yet 
major, interest. 

In spite of the lack of political commitments, plans for the utilization 
of Poland's armed forces in the western war effort developed deci¬ 
sively and with tangible results. Initial suggestions for joint military 
action in the west came from the Poles. Proposals for military co¬ 
operation were made even before the outbreak of the war. On 25 
August Kennard reported from Warsaw that Admiral Jerzy Swirski 
had requested the departure from the Baltic of three Polish destroyers 
to operate henceforth with the British navy, from Leith. 46 This pro¬ 
posal had the approval of the highest Polish military authorities and 
was based on a realistic appreciation of the fact that the Polish navy 
could not operate against Germany in the Baltic. More importantly, it 
shows how the idea of waging a war against Germany was seen by the 
Poles in a very broad European context, even before the defeat of 
Poland. 

On 11 September the Admiralty received a note from General 
Norwid-Neugebauer, Head of the Polish Military Mission to Britain, 
about extending the scope of naval co-operation. 47 He was concerned 
that Polish material and manpower resources available outside the 
Baltic should be used in the common effort. Additional naval units, 
destroyers and submarines would in due course, he anticipated, make 
their way out of the Baltic. Finally a hope was expressed that the Royal 
Navy might make available some ships to be manned by Polish sea 
cadets presently stranded in Casablanca, seamen from merchant ships, 
and Polish naval reservists in England. This proposal contained all the 
ingredients of future Polish military co-operation. It offered co¬ 
operation with a common aim and signalled Polish determination to 
continue the fight against Germany irrespective of the outcome of the 
German offensive in Poland. 

On 13 September Kennard, who was still in Poland, informed the 
Foreign Office of Beck's proposal to him and the French Ambassador 
that spare airforce personnel should be sent to Egypt or Syria to be 
'made use of on any front that might be agreed upon'. 48 As was shown 
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in the previous chapter, the Polish government was then in retreat and 
Beck was seeking to prolong the fighting, while defeat was swiftly 
becoming a reality. Plans for the abandonment of Polish territory were 
being justified by the need to conserve resources in order to win the 
European war. Although Beck seemed to be making an offer of Polish 
trained manpower to the west, he still hoped that the Polish military 
campaign against Germany would continue and that, once equipped, 
the Polish airmen would either return through Romania back to 
Poland to take part in the war or stay with the western forces and 
participate in the western campaign to defeat Germany. 

For the British authorities, these early suggestions of military co¬ 
operation offered an opportunity to deal with their own shortage of 
trained manpower. The responses of both the government and mili¬ 
tary authorities to the Polish offers were therefore positive and 
encouraging. But from the start the Poles expected their co-operation 
to be balanced by political co-operation on the part of the British and 
neither the British government nor its military leadership took that 
into account. This difference of outlook lay at the root of all future 
difficulties between the Poles and the British. 

On 16 September the Cabinet took note of the Chiefs of Air Staff 
decision to consider the Polish proposal that the RAF should employ a 
number of airmen presently undergoing training in Britain. 49 The 
Foreign Office was subsequently pleased to hear that the Poles hoped 
to increase the numbers of personnel available. 50 By 24 September a 
telegram was despatched by the Foreign Office to British legations in 
the Baltic states and South-eastern Europe instructing them to assist 
the passage of Polish pilots and technicians to ports from which they 
could be transported to France and Britain. 51 Henceforth British consu¬ 
lates and embassies secretly assisted the passage of appropriately 
qualified Poles through neutral countries, providing them with funds 
and tickets. In the spring of 1940 the present author's father is listed as 
having received the assistance of the British consulate in Athens, 
where he arrived on foot from Poland, to board a ship which was to 
take him to Britain to enlist with the Polish bomber squadron there. 

By the time a Polish government was formed in Paris on 30 Septem¬ 
ber, the British government had already acknowledged the Polish 
desire to continue military action against Germany and work was in 
progress to establish the legal basis for this co-operation. The decision 
to use Polish manpower was made without considering the lack of 
political agreements about war aims and the long-term implications of 
military co-operation between a Polish govemment-in-exile and 
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Britain and France. Polish willingness to continue fighting and British 
shortages of flight and ground personnel for the rapidly expanding air 
force provided, at this stage, ample scope for Anglo-Polish military 
co-operation. 

The entry of Soviet troops on to Polish territory on 17 September and 
their occupation of the eastern regions of Polish Byelorussia and 
Ukraine briefly disrupted the uneasily prevailing British consensus 
about not getting directly involved in the Polish-German military 
confrontation. It also caused British politicians and military leaders to 
return to the uncomfortable subject of the Soviet Union and its role in 
European politics. During the course of the Anglo-France-Soviet mili¬ 
tary talks in August 1939, with which the Poles refused to have 
anything to do, the Soviet delegation had pressed the western Allies to 
explain how they would be expected to engage Germany militarily 
without the right of entry on to Polish territory. This question chal¬ 
lenged the very idea of an Eastern front. Admiral Drax, the Head of the 
British delegation to Moscow, therefore directed an enquiry to Halifax. 
In response the Foreign Secretary advised that the British government 
did not want to become involved in Polish-Soviet relations. 52 During 
the tense days before the collapse of the talks with the Soviet Union 
the British and French governments briefly considered putting 
pressure on Poland. This was done unconvincingly. Neither material 
aid nor military support were used as bait to draw in the Poles. While it 
can be argued that the Poles were as unlikely to yield to such pressure 
as they were unrealistic about the extent of their military strength 
against Germany, it is worth noting that in any case British ministers 
did not want to pursue the Soviet enquiry. 53 

When the Soviet troops entered Polish territory on 17 September, 
that possibility had not been anticipated by the Poles. 54 At this stage 
Poland's defeat was assumed by the British to be a foregone conclu¬ 
sion. Therefore, on its own account, this new aggression did not cause 
any major revision of policy. Indeed, it is remarkable how little it 
seemed to have mattered to Halifax that Germany and the Soviet 
Union were acting jointly. When Raczyriski called on the Foreign 
Office with a suggestion that the Polish government considered clause 
1(b) of the Anglo-Polish Agreement, which referred to aggression by a 
'European Power', as relating to the possibility of aggression by the 
Soviet Union, Halifax's response was straightforwardly hostile. 55 He 
told Raczynski: 'As regards Soviet aggression we were free to take our 
own decision and to decide whether to declare war on the USSR or 
not'. 
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Continuity with the policies pursued before the outbreak of the war 
was also maintained in Cabinet deliberations. During discussions on 18 
September Cabinet members expressed a certain amount of abhor¬ 
rence of Soviet actions nevertheless mingled with a keen appreciation 
for Britain's long-term objectives. The Prime Minister suggested that 
the Cabinet agree a statement condemning Soviet entry on to Polish 
territory. This statement, according to Chamberlain, was to confirm 
that Soviet action did not affect 'or weaken the obligation which we 
had solemnly undertaken towards Poland'. Finally, a commitment to 
the restoration of Poland after the war was to be repeated. 56 The 
Secretary for War felt that the crisis required a statement of some 
substance. He declared that'... the Empire was faced with a situation 
of grave peril, and he thought that the country should be stirred to 
make far greater efforts and submit to far greater sacrifices than were 
at present contemplated'. 57 

In reality, nothing was done. A British declaration of war on the 
Soviet Union could not have saved Poland anyway and, as far as 
British ministers were concerned, there was nothing to be gained from 
getting involved in a confrontation with the Soviet Union at this stage. 
Furthermore, the Soviet Union's economic potential and usefulness to 
Britain could not be disregarded. But even now British politicians and 
military leaders could neither fully comprehend the implications of 
German-Soviet co-operation nor speculate on the role that the Soviet 
Union might have in the future war. The Chiefs of Staff had a very low 
opinion of the Soviet military capability and their views reinforced the 
government's indecisive attitude towards the Soviet Union. As a result 
the government uttered only general statements of condemnation. It 
was felt that such statements left open the possibility of initiating 
future talks with the Soviet Union aimed at gaining access to Soviet 
economic resources. 58 It is clear from the course of the political and 
military discussions pursued by the government that once Poland fell 
attention was being focused not on the Soviet Union but on South¬ 
eastern Europe. 59 

Politicians in London were not oblivious to the fact that British 
inactivity in the face of German and later Soviet attacks on Poland was 
likely to be interpreted as a sign of weakness by neutral countries. The 
long-term objective of securing American support also meant that 
American public opinion had to be taken into account. The dilemma 
was not easily resolved. Reckless military assistance to Poland would 
have impaired Britain's future fighting potential, or so it was assumed. 
Aerial attacks on Germany carried the risk of drawing upon Britain the 
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full might of the German bomber force, at a time when it was pre¬ 
sumed that the RAF Fighter Command was unlikely to be able to 
defend the British Isles. A public condemnation of the Soviet Union by 
the British government could have led to an irrevocable deterioration 
in British-Soviet relations, and this would affect adversely trading 
relations between the two countries. This in turn would weaken 
Britain's ability to pursue the long-term objective of defeating 
Germany. 

The other side of the dilemma was that inactivity was leading to the 
collapse of Britain's standing in the eyes of the neutrals, of which Italy, 
Spain and Romania were considered to be of key importance. British 
politicians preferred to resolve their predicament by ignoring it and 
proceeding with short-term and piecemeal decisions in which British 
military and economic potential was only used with extreme caution. 
That very quandary and the inability of British statesmen to break 
away from traditional ways of thinking and approach the question of 
German aggression afresh is illustrated by an exchange between Lord 
Perth, the Minister of Information, and Alexander Cadogan, the 
Foreign Office Permanent Under-Secretary on 5 October. Lord Perth 
wrote: 

May I urge that the time has come to make known the existence of the 
secret protocol between Poland and ourselves, by which we were 
freed from the obligation to fight for Poland if she were attacked by 
Russia. 

In the first place I believe that the knowledge of this protocol might 
have a considerable effect on the Russian Government, who it seems 
to me are somewhat anxious that part of our war aims may be the 
return of the Polish state with the boundaries which it had previous 
to the outbreak of the war ... Secondly it would strengthen our moral 
position in various countries, particularly in the United States and 
Spain . 60 

Cadogan's response to this was to minute, perhaps a bit wearily, 'I 
think this might make our position a little better - only a little'. 61 

The British response to Soviet occupation of Poland's eastern terri¬ 
tories could not be seen outside the context of Britain's relations with 
other Central and South European states. At this early stage the 
question posed was what would be the consequences of a further 
deterioration in Britain's relations with the Soviet Union rather than 
what policy should be pursued. The British Ambassador in Moscow is 
quoted as saying that such a deterioration 'would benefit Germany 
without helping Poland'. 62 A hope emerged that the removal of the 
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buffer which had hitherto existed between the two and the estab¬ 
lishment of direct territorial contact between the Third Reich and the 
Soviet Union would precipitate a war between them. This much was 
said in a circular telegram to the Colonies and India, dated 19 Septem¬ 
ber, explaining the attitude of His Majesty's Government towards the 
progress of the war. In it the Foreign Office went to great lengths to 
suggest that the Soviet entry on to Polish territory had not been an 
entirely unexpected event and that it should not therefore be seen as a 
deterioration in the situation and 'may well lead to a sharp conflict 
between Germany and Russia'. 63 Nevertheless, no study was under¬ 
taken of the possibility of joint action against Germany by Britain and 
the Soviet Union. Few British politicians had moved that far. Anxiety 
was expressed about future Soviet policy, in particular after the Soviet- 
German Agreement of 29 September. Political and military consider¬ 
ations were confined to the discussion of the implications of future 
Soviet actions for Afghanistan, the Balkans and finally Romania, which 
were regarded as areas of consequence for British trade and security. 64 

The inconsequence of British policies towards the Soviet Union was 
to a large extent caused by both Chamberlain's and Halifax's reluctance 
to adjust to the exigencies of the war. Bad leadership allowed the 
conflicts of interpretation which naturally prevailed within the Foreign 
Office to paralyse decision-making. Two contradictory views emerged 
there. On the one hand, Rab Butler, Parliamentary Under-Secretary of 
State, advocated a conciliatory approach towards the Soviet Union, 
based on the view that its assistance would be needed in the future. On 
the other hand, Cadogan took a less benevolent view of Soviet aims. 65 
But as long as there was the slightest hope of persuading Stalin to join 
the anti-German bloc Britain could not commit itself to view the Soviet 
Union as Germany's ally, and Britain's enemy. 66 

A third factor affecting British-Soviet relations influenced the British 
government in assuming a pragmatic approach to the Soviet question. 
At the time of the Soviet entry on to Polish territory it would appear 
that the need for Russian timber made Britain reluctant to embark on a 
policy of symbolic gestures of condemnation of the Soviet Union. 
These would have been token gestures that were all that Britain could 
have done to show her disapproval. Britain was neither able nor 
willing to take action against the Soviet Union in defence of Poland. 
This impotence had already been exhibited in the German attack on 
Poland. By mid-October, trading agreements came to be the only 
subjects of direct communications between the Soviet Union and 
Britain. 67 
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The indecisiveness of British policy and the inability of its ministers 
to determine exactly what they wanted from the Soviet Union was 
further manifested when an attempt was made to use Turkey to entice 
the Russians away from Germany, even if not into direct agreements 
with the Allies. Since a direct association with the Soviet Union was 
considered politically undesirable, it was decided in September to try 
and bring the Soviet issue into the current Anglo-Franco-Turkish talks. 
These were conducted with the aim of forging an alliance which 
would guarantee the security of the Balkans and the East Mediter¬ 
ranean. The Turks were simultaneously conducting talks with the 
Russians. In London it was hoped that encouraging the Turks to 
continue with these and assuring them that they would not be 
expected to go to war with the Soviet Union could start a diplomatic 
opening to the Soviet Union. 68 The ultimate objective was to reduce 
German influence in Turkey and the Soviet Union. This contrived plan 
failed when the Soviet-Turkish talks collapsed. The Turkish side had 
been willing to act as a linchpin between the Soviet Union and Britain 
and France. Unfortunately Stalin refused to use the Soviet-Turkish 
talks to reassure Turkey and indirectly also Britain and France that the 
Ribbentrop-Molotov Pact only related to Poland. 69 During his visit to 
Moscow in October the Turkish Foreign Minister was pressurized by 
Molotov to weaken Turkey's only recently initialled agreement with 
Britain and France. Since the Turks were not prepared to forgo their 
independence to so obvious an extent, their talks with the Soviet 
Union collapsed. 70 As a result British hopes for an indirect Soviet 
commitment to British interests were also thwarted. 

The alternative to challenging Germany militarily was the pursuit of 
war by means of economic sanctions. In 1939 British politicians 
deluded themselves that much could be achieved to limit German 
strength through economic warfare: once key war materials were 
identified and denied to Germany, Britain would gain the upper hand 
in preparations for the final confrontation with Germany. 71 South¬ 
eastern Europe was considered a crucial area from which Germany 
was deriving vital raw materials. With few exceptions British poli¬ 
ticians and military leaders believed that this type of warfare offered a 
cheap and reliable, as well as inconspicuous, method of curbing 
Germany. Unfortunately there was a visible dearth of realism and 
sound planning. 

In early September limited plans were made for denying Germany 
oil from Romania. Pre-emptive purchases were made of stocks and 
future output from Romanian oil wells. These efforts were closely 
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linked to hopes for the establishment of a neutral Balkan bloc. Since 
1936, when it noted the growth of German economic and political 
influence in the Balkans, the Foreign Office had advocated that the 
British government should offer money to these states in the form of 
subsidies for trade, loans and bribes. In this way they hoped to 
'purchase' a pro-British orientation and secure political influence in 
the Balkans. Before the outbreak of the war the Treasury successfully 
opposed these plans. 

In September 1939 British official policy had once more changed. 
The realization that Germany's influence in Europe as well as her 
belligerence were extending made the government now view in a 
more sinister light what, when first recognized by the Foreign Office in 
1936 and again in 1938, had been seen initially as a desirable process. In 
September 1939 British policy changed to a more active pursuit of 
influence in the Balkans. Within the Foreign Office the opinion was 
expressed that the limiting of German economic influence in the 
Balkans was of crucial importance, possibly the only way of combating 
the aggressor in Europe. At the same time it was assumed that there 
existed a residual pool of goodwill towards Britain in the region which 
only needed to be activated. 72 It was also hoped that, by remaining 
neutral, the Balkan countries would deny Germany their resources. It 
followed that Balkan neutrality would be beneficial to Britain while 
being injurious to Germany's interest. Apparently in the world 
inhabited by British politicians, trading partners, in particular Balkan 
ones, did not cheat and most certainly did not take advantage of 
diplomatic suitors to increase the price of goods. 

On 18 September the Cabinet outlined its position on Balkan 
neutrality: 

(a) It was desirable to secure Balkan neutrality if this were practica¬ 
ble, but we should keep ourselves free from unnecessary commit¬ 
ments as to our attitude in the event of a conflagration in the Balkans. 

(b) If war broke out in the Balkans this country would want all the 
friends she could get, and it would be essential that we should be free 
to send aid to those countries which sided with us . 73 

In order to achieve these policy objectives the issues of British policy 
towards the Soviet Union and aid to the Balkans had to be resolved. 
The failure to address them inhibited the success of any plans and 
schemes which further undermined British influence and prestige. 
This was most apparent in the case of Romania, the central theatre of 
British economic warfare against Germany. 

The Romanian government had good reasons to presume that 
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German-Soviet co-operation would lead to an agreement between the 
two powers over the disputed areas of Bessarabia. The Romanians' 
main concern therefore was to obtain British support for a gesture of 
warning to the Soviet Union. They feared that, like Poland, they 
would fall victim to a Soviet revision of territorial grievances, which 
would obtain German acquiescence. Therefore on 28 September Virgil 
Tilea, the Romanian Minister in London, met Cadogan to enquire 
whether the British commitment was also valid against the Soviet 
Union. Cadogan's answer spanned the contradictions in his govern¬ 
ment's policy. He assured Tilea that the British guarantee could not be 
invoked against the Soviet Union. But he asked that this issue should 
not be raised publicly. Both men agreed that were these points to be 
raised officially, British dissociation could be seen as an incitement to 
Soviet aggression. 74 Tilea returned to the subject in a conversation 
with Halifax on 17 October. The British view was that no purpose 
'would be served by starting hostilities with an additional enemy in 
the shape of the Soviet Union'. 75 

Such frankness was to have predictable consequences. Any attempt 
to limit the growth of German influence and to undermine her war 
capability by economizing on the British commitment could not 
succeed. Britain was then heavily involved in pre-emptive purchases 
of Romanian oil and was dependent on Romanian goodwill to with¬ 
hold from Germany as much of her output as possible. In addition a 
scheme was devised whereby barges and rolling stock were chartered 
to prevent Germany from transporting oil out of Romania 76 Military 
plans were being developed for mining oil wells in the event of a 
German incursion into Romania. 77 In both schemes the British 
depended heavily on Romanian co-operation since British troops were 
not going to be sent to Romania, either to implement these plans or to 
defend Romania in the event of a confrontation with Germany. By 13 
November the Cabinet Committee which had been established to deal 
with oil admitted that the policy of pre-emptive purchases from 
Romania had been a failure and that British political influence in the 
Balkans was negligible 78 Britain's policy in South-eastern Europe was 
indeed 'a story of last-minute improvisations and the undertaking of 
commitments without the resources to fulfil them' 79 

In the north, the idea of restricting German access to vital raw 
materials led Britain into negotiations with Sweden. Even though the 
Baltic and the Scandinavian states, notably Norway, were suppliers of 
materials to Britain at the beginning of the war, British diplomatic 
efforts, constrained as they were by the German blockade of Scandi- 
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navian trade with Britain, went in the direction of preventing 
Germany increasing her supplies from that region rather than enhanc¬ 
ing British purchases. 80 Likewise the British-Swedish gentlemen's 
agreement, negotiated between September and December 1939, only 
committed Sweden not to exceed pre-war levels of exports to 
Germany. 81 

Romanian oil and Swedish iron ore were two items on the Foreign 
Office's long list of goods to be denied to Germany. Other items and 
other countries were drawn into this policy. An important feature of 
these arrangements was the limited degree of British involvement 
while not pledging Britain's resources. Britain had access to consider¬ 
able resources from the empire and the Commonwealth. This, it was 
believed, was secured through Britain's 'command of the seas'. 'But 
the maintenance of that command absorbed a high proportion of the 
resources which it made available'. 82 

The defence of British trading routes required control of the 
Mediterranean. Turkey was identified as the only state likely to be able 
to mount a defence of that region. But an effective defence required a 
major financial and military contribution from the British and French 
to prepare Turkey for that task. The western powers might have 
preferred Turkey to remain neutral, but ready to assist either Romania 
or Greece in accordance with agreements signed earlier with both 
states. For her part Turkey was anxious about Italy and did not share 
the British conviction that Italy was likely to remain neutral. 83 In the 
end their anxiety about defence of the Middle East was so great that 
the British and the French bowed to Turkish demands and signed an 
agreement promising extensive economic assistance to Turkey in 
return for nothing more than a commitment to neutrality. 84 At the end 
of December the Supreme War Council confirmed that all diplomatic 
efforts were to concentrate on keeping Italy out of the war and on 
committing the Balkan states to neutrality. Henceforth the attitudes of 
Italy and Turkey would be the key factors in the discussion of the 
Balkan front. 

The idea of a neutral Balkan bloc took into account the possibility of 
Britain having to take action to destroy Romanian oilfields. If this 
happened Turkish and Bulgarian neutrality would have to be 
retained. In the case of Bulgaria British and French diplomacy seemed 
to have had some limited success in so far as King Boris accepted a 
British declaration that Bulgarian neutrality would be maintained if 
the British had to intervene militarily in Romania. 85 In reality British 
influence proved to be too tenuous to persuade Boris to maintain a 
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pro-British neutrality. At the beginning of 1940 Bulgaria started to 
move towards the German camp, a move that accelerated after the fall 
of France. 

By the end of 1939 Turkey, the linchpin of Britain's Balkan policy, 
also seemed less open to British influence. It had been hoped that the 
Turks would permit the establishment of a British naval base on the 
Turkish coast. These plans came to nothing in spite of Turkey being in 
receipt of extensive British credits and military supplies. 86 Notwith¬ 
standing diplomatic and military efforts, by the end of 1939 the 
concept of a Balkan front seemed more distant than it did in 
September. 

At the root of Britain's inability to build a pro-British bloc in the 
Balkans lay the simple fact that Britain did not have the resources 
either to station troops there or to build up the military strength of the 
Balkan states. In any case territorial and ethnic conflicts would have 
created insurmountable obstacles in any attempt to create a united 
Balkan response to German aggression. The lack of resources 
effectively doomed all plans. During the meetings of the Supreme War 
Council it quickly became apparent that Chamberlain had hoped that 
the French would take the lead in building a Balkan front. It was also 
felt by the British that France had already established some links by 
opening talks with the Balkan states. The French Prime Minister 
Edouard Daladier had apparently considered the key issues and, at the 
second meeting of the Supreme War Council on 22 September, 
advanced developed plans for stationing troops either in Salonica or 
Constantinople. 87 Even then he admitted that the troops available 
would amount to no more than a token force. 

At the fourth meeting of the Supreme War Council on 19 December 
Daladier informed Chamberlain that sending an expeditionary force 
to the Balkans 'would be a dangerous mistake'. 88 By then the French 
admitted, and the British concurred, that diplomatic efforts in the 
Balkans had not been successful and that the question of the Italian 
response to their efforts paralysed any initiatives. Until the German 
attack on France, as a result of which Italy also declared war on France, 
both British and French statesmen continued to hope that Italian 
neutrality could still be secured. Any precipitous action in the Balkans, 
it was feared, could give Italy the wrong signals and force her into 
Germany's arms. The British and French delegations to the Supreme 
War Council agreed that neither would despatch armed forces to the 
Balkans and that military contacts would not be extended beyond 
those which had already been taking place. 89 
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By December Britain's short-lived involvement in Eastern Europe 
had effectively come to an end. British plans for the future war focused 
on the Western front, economic warfare and naval action. The Eastern 
front, which had only been considered since March 1939, now became 
a vague and unreal concept. The Soviet Union, events in the Balkans, 
and by November the question of Finland, were worrying but still 
distant issues. 

A consequence of Britain's failed attempts to constrain Germany by 
diplomatic and economic means was to confirm the British reluctance 
to view European security as a priority. British politicians broadened 
their perspective rather than focusing it on the German question, and 
increasingly viewed the war in terms of supplies and supply lines. 
Guaranteeing these was a global and complex undertaking which 
came to dominate military thinking, making European considerations 
peripheral. Before the war the diplomatic focus had been global, while 
the first months of the war were marked by diplomatic blunders and 
plain misjudgments. When the moment would come to speak of the 
liberation of Europe, Britain was going to have to build new bridges 
and to court new elites. For small neutral states, be they Scandinavian 
or Balkan, Britain could not have been an obvious ally. To the Poles, it 
was natural to look to the French, in the hope that their military plans 
for fighting Germany would offer Poles an opportunity for military 
co-operation with France. A Franco-Polish alliance was more likely to 
support pre-war Poland's post-war territorial objectives and political 
aspirations. 




3 Britain's only fighting ally 


The Polish government-in-exile's ambition to be accorded the status of 
a major ally was achieved ironically, and briefly, during the period 
between the fall of France and the German attack on the Soviet Union. 
For one whole year, the Poles felt that they and Britain faced the 
German menace united in purpose. Furthermore, as they were wont to 
stress in future war years, Poland was then Britain's only fighting ally. 
The govemment-in-exile failed to note that this prestigious association 
had only come about in the wake of the defeat of France. The very 
exclusiveness of the alliance at that time decreased the likelihood of 
the Polish exile army fighting on the continent of Europe. As long as 
there had been a hope of France leading the struggle to defeat 
Germany, the Poles could plan for continental action and direct par¬ 
ticipation in the liberation of Poland. In 1940 Britain, with a penchant 
to plan for the defeat of Germany by indirect means and an unwilling¬ 
ness to address the question of the Soviet Union, was the worst of the 
two possible Allies for the Poles. Between the summer of 1940 and the 
summer of 1941, the status and recognition obtained by the Poles was 
achieved at the expense of their stated military and political objectives. 
Within two months of the outbreak of the war most British politicians 
had consigned the fate of Poland to the distant outcome of that war. 
The Balkan front too appeared to have become less of a reality than it 
had been in September. 

Attempts to stem the continuing growth of German power by 
encouraging other states to oppose the aggressor were doomed to 
failure unless Britain and France were themselves seen to be taking 
action. Accordingly, even when Britain and France were willing to 
assist Germany's potential victims they were to find that neutral 
countries preferred to accommodate German demands, rather than 
receive western aid. The very concept of a French- and British-led 
European campaign became hazier as the German army appeared 
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unwilling to follow up the Polish victory with an attack west. While 
the initiative remained firmly in German hands British and French 
differences increased, culminating in the misconceived Finnish cam¬ 
paign and the failed Norwegian one. 

The Finnish issue is a good illustration of the way in which the 
various British government and military authorities disagreed over the 
fundamental and general question of how the war should be pursued. 
In October 1939 news was received that the Soviet Union proposed to 
the Finnish government an agreement whereby the Soviet govern¬ 
ment would lease military bases in return for areas of Soviet Karelia. In 
London these events were analysed in the context of the ongoing 
British-Soviet trade talks. The Cabinet believed that these would offer 
the Soviet Union an opportunity to distance itself from Germany. 1 The 
nature of Soviet-German co-operation was little understood in 
London and its economic consequences were underestimated. In any 
event no one within the British government sought a confrontation 
with the Soviet Union. During the following months the escalating 
Finnish-Soviet conflict gradually changed this view. The Northern 
Department of the Foreign Office advocated a policy of encouraging 
small neutral states to stand up to the aggressors. There was also 
strong public support for Finland. By 30 November, the date of the 
Soviet attack on Finland, the British Cabinet had come to view the 
Finnish problem from the perspective of British interests in the Baltic. 
The much debated, but as yet not very successful economic warfare 
against Germany was introduced into the debate. The reasoning went 
along the following lines: Soviet control of Finland combined with the 
possibility of a German attack on Norway and Sweden would establish 
enemy control over the Swedish iron-ore mines and the supply routes 
through the Norwegian port of Narvik. 2 

The French saw the Finnish-Soviet conflict as an opportunity that 
was too good to be missed. Unhampered by British anxiety about 
alienating the Soviet Union, the Daladier government sought to mobi¬ 
lize forces for a major war of intervention. Its objectives had less to do 
with the defence of Finland and more to do with the opportunity it 
offered for an attack on the Soviet-German alliance. 3 Their ultimate 
objective was a major continental offensive, which would draw in 
Britain and cause wavering neutrals to overcome their doubts and 
throw in their lot with France and Britain. 

From December 1939 onwards the British and French argued in the 
Supreme War Council over their plans. The French championed aid to 
Finland, whereas the British sought to use the conflict to draw neutral 
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Sweden and Norway into their fold in return for the defence of their 
territory against a possible German attack. The British assumed that 
Sweden and Norway would be eager to obtain allied aid and would be 
only too happy to defend Finland if assured assistance against 
Germany. On 12 March Finland and the Soviet Union signed a peace 
treaty thus ending allied debates on whether or not to take action. 
Even though the Finnish issue appeared to have resolved itself plans 
for intervention in Scandinavia survived while the question of what 
could be done to disrupt the supply of Swedish ore to Germany 
remained very much on the agenda of allied discussions. 

The western Allies did not fully realize that neutral governments 
had their own ideas on the desirability of being seen to co-operate with 
Britain and France. In particular neutral states were unwilling to allow 
British and French troops and naval units to operate on their terri¬ 
tories. Therefore, if the Allies wanted to secure the ore fields and the 
supply routes to Narvik they would have to take military action 
against Norway and Sweden. During the course of the Finnish-Soviet 
war both Scandinavian governments made it clear that they neither 
welcomed British suggestions that they should defend Finland nor 
were they willing to consider offers of assistance against Germany. 4 
Hoping that the Scandinavian countries would nevertheless come 
round to the British view the Allies started laying mines in Norwegian 
territorial waters on 8 April 1940. A day later Germany attacked 
Norway. Only then did the Norwegian government reluctantly permit 
allied action on its territory. But in spite of embarking on a military 
campaign which escalated from a commitment of 8,000 to one of 60,000 
men, little could be done to prevent Scandinavia succumbing to 
Germany. Within weeks Norway was occupied, and Sweden chose 
strict neutrality. 

The Finnish-Soviet conflict and the Norwegian campaign were 
clearly military campaigns for which the British had not been pre¬ 
pared. Both offered limited scope for action since the background and 
implications of hostilities were extremely complex. In any case the 
Baltic and Scandinavia were peripheral to British military priorities. 

The same cannot be said of the Franco-German campaign. French 
and British inactivity in the east since September 1939 was explained 
by the allied governments' preoccupation with the Western front, its 
military demands and the continuing need to build up resources for 
the German attack in that direction. The alliance with France had been 
the central plank of Britain's European policy. Detailed staff talks 
which had been conducted jointly since May 1939 were aimed at 




Britain's only fighting ally 


57 


defining the precise contribution of each side to the forthcoming war. 
Naturally, it was understood that France was going to shoulder the 
burden of land fighting. The British Expeditionary Force scheduled for 
action in France, though a small one in relation to French needs, 
represented the maximum contribution which could be made at the 
time. By April 1940 four British divisions were in place in France. 
Further Territorial divisions were to follow. 5 

The biggest bone of contention between the two Allies was the 
question of the use of the RAF in the planned French campaign. In 
September 1939 the British Chiefs of Staff had planned to use the ten 
available squadrons of the British Advanced Air Striking Force to bomb 
German communications and industrial installations. The French, 
seeking to avoid provoking a German air strike on French cities, 
insisted on using the air force only to support land operations. 6 At the 
time of the German attack on the Low Countries on 10 May, Franco- 
British discussions on the use of British bombers operating from France 
were inconclusive and the French preference for not taking action 
against targets in Germany remained the agreed joint policy. 7 

Behind these discussions lay the British conviction that the French 
land forces were capable of defending the Western front. British 
commanders generally believed that the French were up to the task. 
Indeed, as they openly admitted, they had no choice but to cling to 
that conviction, for they knew their own resources to be inadequate. 
British military plans assumed that Britain's role was to build up and 
assist the French war effort. 8 

The Franco-German war went disastrously wrong for the Allies from 
the beginning. By 15 May 1940 Churchill, who on 10 May became 
Prime Minister, instructed his Chiefs of Staff to consider the possibility 
of a French defeat. The conclusions that he and the military leaders 
came to were brutal. Britain was prepared to back France fully but only 
to a point where Britain's capacity to continue the war was not 
affected. 9 With the fall of France Britain's continental policy, hitherto 
based on the assumption that any fighting in Western Europe would 
be a French affair, was in tatters. Henceforth Britain's war against 
Germany was to be concentrated on retaining control of the seas and 
aerial command over Britain. 10 Future plans for action in Western 
Europe were left vague and complicated by the conflicting policies 
towards the Vichy government. In the short term the British were 
anxious to prevent the resources of the French empire and the French 
navy being used by Germany. In the long term plans for the liberation 
of Europe assumed that some co-operation from the French people 




58 


Britain and Poland, 1939-1943 


would be vital. 11 Throughout the remaining months of 1940 and 1941 
a variety of initially official and later unofficial attempts were pursued 
by the British government to establish links with the Vichy govern¬ 
ment. None of them were successful and the question of the liberation 
of France was relegated to plans for a post-war Europe. 12 In any case 
neither in 1940 nor in 1941 was it possible to plan for a new Western 
front. With that plans for continental action were temporarily 
shelved. To the Polish government-in-exile which arrived in Britain 
after the fall of France this meant the conclusive relegation of any 
plans for the liberation of Poland to an increasingly distant future. 
The Sikorski government had assumed that its troops would enter 
Poland from the west and south. The shelving of plans for a Western 
front at a time when the Balkan front appeared to be a hazy and 
increasingly unreal prospect reduced all its military options to only 
one, namely military co-operation with Britain on fronts which might 
have more to do with British imperial considerations and broad 
strategic needs. The commitment to the stated British objective of the 
ultimate defeat of Germany now meant that the Polish military contri¬ 
bution could no longer be tied to liberating and assuming control over 
Poland. 

In British relations with the Polish government-in-exile Britain's 
policy towards the Soviet Union would become the most contentious 
issue and the most obvious obstacle to Poland being granted full 
recognition as an esteemed and valued partner. At least that is how it 
seemed. The apparent unwillingness of the British government to 
champion the Polish cause seemed to be connected with Britain's 
determination to seek co-operation with the Soviet government. The 
reality was much more complex since the Soviet issue too often 
offered an obvious explanation for British unwillingness to show 
appreciation for the Polish ally and the Polish military contribution to 
the joint war effort. A closer scrutiny of British policies towards the 
Polish question in general and the Polish government in particular 
shows that at least two, sometimes more, strands of policy evolved 
between 1940 and 1943. On the one hand there were not always con¬ 
sistent attempts to seek the Soviet government's collaboration with 
the British war effort. On the other hand a realistic appreciation pre¬ 
vailed within the Foreign Office and the government ranks that at the 
end of the war Britain was unlikely to assume the initiative in Eastern 
Europe. They were therefore unwilling to encourage excessive poli¬ 
tical and territorial hopes among the exile governments. At times 
these two policies were interdependent. But British determination not 
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to encourage the Poles and not to give in to their demands was not 
always linked to the course of British-Soviet relations. 

The Soviet Union occupied the attention of British politicians and 
civil servants, albeit in an inconsistent way, throughout 1940 and the 
first half of 1941, and thus even before the German attack on Soviet 
territory. The variety of attitudes and approaches to the subject of the 
Soviet Union within the government has already been mentioned. 
When the extent of Soviet diplomatic pressure on Finland became 
known in November 1939 some within the Foreign Office favoured 
direct intervention against the Soviet Union. 13 Others were not con¬ 
vinced of the need to consider the Soviet Union as a potential ally. 
Orme Sargent, the Deputy Under-Secretary of State, reflected the 
confusion of ideas which prevailed within the Foreign Office when he 
indicated that it was not clear to him what Britain's policy was towards 
the Soviet Union. Rab Butler, another Under-Secretary, strongly advo¬ 
cated long-term co-operation with the Soviet Union. Sir Robert Vansit- 
tart, the Diplomatic Advisor to the Cabinet, saw Soviet policy as 
nothing other than naked aggression and accordingly advised that the 
destruction of the Soviet Union should be one of Britain's aims. 14 The 
Chiefs of Staff on the other hand discouraged the belief that a swift 
knock-out attack against the Soviet Union was possible. 15 But within 
the War Office there were those who felt that the bombing of the Baku 
oilfields offered an easy way of destroying Soviet oil production and 
with it stopping Germany from obtaining vital raw materials. 16 At the 
same time the Cabinet was willing to heed a suggestion made by the 
Soviet Ambassador in London, Ivan Maisky, that trade talks between 
Britain and the Soviet Union should continue. 17 

This divergence and the resulting confusion of ideas had arisen 
because no consistent attempt had been made to analyse the role of the 
Soviet Union in Britain's war against Germany. As a result each issue 
was analysed in isolation from the broad problem of the war and was 
viewed merely as a difficulty, be it of the supply of timber or oil for 
Germany, or the need to protest or otherwise at the Soviet occupation 
of Polish or Baltic state territories. In some cases there appeared good 
reasons for taking action against the Soviet Union. In others there 
were equally valid reasons for moderation and circumspection. 

There is a general consensus among historians that the despatch to 
Moscow of Sir Stafford Cripps, a well-known Socialist and Labour MP, 
in May 1940 did not mark a new orientation in the British govern¬ 
ment's policy towards the Soviet Union. 18 This had not been a govern¬ 
ment initiative in the first place. Cripps had put forward the idea of 
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going there without any prompting from either Maisky or any of the 
British politicians. Nevertheless by the time he returned from his 
private and unexpected visit to Moscow in April 1940 his advocacy of 
the need to renew relations with the Soviet Union coincided with 
ideas which had been voiced by a number of other individuals. 19 These 
ranged from Andrew Rothstein, a journalist member of the Commun¬ 
ist Party, on one political extreme, to the Beaverbrook press on the 
other. In common with others they expressed unease at the possibility 
of war being fought without Soviet assistance. 20 According to Gor¬ 
odetsky, the reluctant appointment of Cripps as Ambassador to 
Moscow 'sealed the debate raging in the Foreign Office through the 
1930s on the advisability of improving relations with Russia .. .'. 21 

The fall of France gave an additional impetus to the change of 
attitude which was emerging very slowly within the Foreign Office. 
When in May the Cabinet appointed Cripps to go to Moscow, it was 
with the aim of smoothing the way for barter agreements 22 Only after 
his departure for Moscow was it decided to upgrade the appointment 
to ambassadorial rank. The Foreign Office had not considered the 
question of Soviet policy objectives to be a high priority. Other, more 
pressing issues, most notably military developments in France, pre¬ 
occupied British politicians 23 

The circumstances of Cripps' appointment and the conflict between 
his own clearly stated objective of securing Moscow's trust and the 
Foreign Office's unfocused approach to the Soviet question explain 
why throughout his stay in the Soviet Union Cripps frequently 
appeared to be pursuing unauthorized initiatives. In most cases his 
differences with the Foreign Office were not over key policy objectives 
but over how best to approach a given problem. Cripps was deter¬ 
mined to persuade the Foreign Office to come round to his view that 
the Soviet Union was willing to enter into talks with Britain. He 
believed it to be his role to create preconditions for the Soviet leader¬ 
ship to abandon its alliance with Germany. 24 Halifax and the Foreign 
Office assumed that pragmatism was causing the Soviet leaders to 
continue co-operation with Germany. They were therefore less 
inclined to depend on persuasion as a means of drawing the Soviet 
Union towards Britain. 25 

The result was that while Cripps aimed at developing the basis for 
long-term relations with the Soviet Union the Foreign Office remained 
reluctant to assume the initiative. Departmental heads were only too 
well aware that there was nothing Britain had to offer the Soviet 
Union and therefore there were few reasons for it to co-operate with 
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Britain. In any case Soviet actions did not indicate any willingness to 
break with Germany. The occupation of the Baltic states and sub¬ 
sequent action in Bessarabia in the summer of 1940 added to the 
potential sources of distrust between Britain and the Soviet Union. 
Cripps' attempts to explain the Soviet perspective were not heeded by 
Foreign Office civil servants or the Foreign Secretary. 

On 22 October 1940 Cripps communicated to the Soviet government 
an unusual statement in which to some extent he exceeded Foreign 
Office instructions. He stated that Britain would be prepared to recog¬ 
nize de facto Soviet occupation of the Baltic states, Bessarabia, Bukovina 
and the Polish eastern regions recently incorporated into Soviet terri¬ 
tories. In addition the British government would undertake not to 
enter into anti-Soviet agreements for the duration of the war. This 
initiative was badly thought out. Cripps had earlier been putting 
pressure on the Foreign Office to address issues to which the Soviet 
Union was sensitive, most notably post-war territorial readjustments. 
His efforts were rewarded in so far as he received a vaguely worded 
authorization to open discussion with the Soviet leaders on these 
subjects. Cripps exceeded even these instructions. Although he had 
not been authorized to raise the question of Polish borders, he did so. 
The Soviet view was that the lack of precision in issuing directives to 
Cripps was evidence of the lack of importance attached by the Foreign 
Office to the proposal. 26 There is no doubt that Halifax had hoped for 
improved relations between the Soviet Union and Turkey, believing 
that this process would assist the British in their negotiations with 
Turkey. Halifax's reasoning was that if Turkey's anxiety about the 
Soviet Union could be allayed, Turkey would be less dependent on 
Germany and therefore more willing to associate with Britain. In any 
case the British-Turkish talks were inconclusive and Cripps' startling 
proposal to discuss the Polish border rectifications remained unans¬ 
wered until February 1941 when it was rejected by the Soviet 
authorities. 

The change of leadership was an additional factor in the inconsist¬ 
encies of British policies towards the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe 
as a whole. Chamberlain's hostility to the Soviet Union was legendary. 
Hence, little guidance was given to the Foreign Office in its search for a 
definition of British interests in Eastern and Central Europe. Church¬ 
ill's feelings about the Soviet Union and Stalin were considerably more 
complex. Without pretending to be impressed by Soviet achievements, 
Churchill was capable of appreciating the stark reality that Soviet 
participation in the war on Britain's side would make Britain's task 
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immeasurably easier. On assuming the leadership of the British 
government, Churchill took a wide interest in all matters of the 
conduct of the war. His comments figure clearly on Foreign Office 
memoranda and his instructions tended to be precise and emphatic. 
Unfortunately while Churchill's interest in certain subjects was keen, 
he could be equally negligent of other matters. His initiatives and 
sporadic enthusiasms were not always helpful in the conduct of 
foreign relations. 

Poland and matters relating to the Sikorski government did attract 
his attention. As a result, Churchill's instructions and comments fre¬ 
quently appear on files about relatively routine matters. This can give 
the impression that Churchill attached importance to Poland whereas, 
in reality, he maintained a sympathetic interest in the Polish 
govemment-in-exile, rather than support for the Polish cause. Sikorski 
enjoyed relatively easy access to Churchill. This was irksome to the 
Foreign Office since the Poles frequently went to the very top, rather 
than availing themselves of the usual formal channels of communi¬ 
cation through the British Ambassador to the Polish government. 
Although Churchill's interest in Soviet and Polish subjects was incon¬ 
sistent it was nevertheless noticeable and lively. That they were at least 
heeded was an illusion to which the Poles easily succumbed, as might 
any historian of the subject. As a consequence the Polish government's 
disappointments were readily linked to the British government's 
increased preoccupation with the Soviet Union, even when this was 
not the case. 

In the autumn of 1940 Britain's attention was forcefully diverted 
from European issues to the Balkans and Asia Minor. The Italian attack 
on Greece on 28 October came at a time of intense discussions within 
the War Office and Cabinet on the desirability of taking action against 
Italy in North West Africa. At stake were not merely British communi¬ 
cation lines through the Mediterranean but also the position of Turkey 
in the war. Once more the question of a Balkan front surfaced. 
Anthony Eden, who had already taken an interest in the Middle East 
in his capacity as Minister for War, a post to which he was appointed 
on 12 May 1940, supported the idea of a Balkan front. On 23 December 
1940 Eden took over the Foreign Office. He advocated the idea of a 
Balkan front, disingenuously hoping to bring Turkey closer to Britain, 
but he was unsuccessful. 27 On 6 April 1941 Germany attacked Yugo¬ 
slavia and Greece. Bulgaria in the meantime had gone over to the 
German side. Eden's extensive negotiations had failed to convince any 
of the Balkan states of the need to oppose Germany and to aid Greece. 
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The failure to draw Turkey into an anti-German agreement was the 
most important diplomatic failure of the first months of 1941. 28 The loss 
of Greece and the evident British inability to impress the Balkan states 
would blight any future plans for a British-led Balkan war of liberation 
as well as Polish hopes for a return to Poland from the south. The loss 
of the Balkans, like the fall of France, further emphasized that the 
liberation of Poland, placed in the midst of enemy territory, would 
have to await the final and total destruction of the German empire. 

Developments in South-eastern Europe gave Churchill an early 
opportunity to try to persuade Stalin that Britain should be trusted. 
Having learned from Enigma de-crypts that prior to moving into 
Yugoslavia Germany had moved troops to the border with the Soviet 
Union, Churchill instructed Cripps on 3 April 1941 to inform Stalin of 
these developments. 29 The initiative failed when Stalin did not 
respond. Churchill's motives were revealed a few weeks later. In a 
House of Commons speech on 9 April he explained that were 
Germany to gain control of the Ukraine and Caucasus she would 
obtain raw materials vital to the defeat of Great Britain. 30 

The British establishment rightly assumed from the outset of the war 
that the Poles would be difficult Allies. As will be shown, on arriving in 
Britain Polish politicians and officers proceeded loudly and very pub¬ 
licly to fight each other. This undoubtedly explains why on 9 July 1940 
Victor Cazalet, Conservative MP for Chippenham, was appointed 
Political Liaison Officer to General Sikorski. In April 1940 Cazalet had 
visited Polish units in France as part of a parliamentary group. He was 
enchanted by them. Within the next few weeks a deep and lasting 
friendship developed between Sikorski and Cazalet who became his 
champion in Britain. 31 According to Cazalet's biographer his role was 
to 'smooth relations between the British Government and the Poles, 
and also to reduce the tensions and animosities within the ranks of the 
Free Polish Government' 32 This was an unusual appointment since, in 
addition to direct contacts between the British government and the 
Polish government-in-exile, the usual consular staff continued to func¬ 
tion. It could be claimed that Cazalet's appointment reflected the 
importance attached by Churchill to the Poles. It is more likely that the 
perceived need to accommodate and soothe a rather difficult ally justi¬ 
fied it. In any case, neither the Foreign Office nor the War Office 
welcomed the appointment. There was a feeling that Cazalet was 
unduly sympathetic to the Polish cause. Frank Roberts minuted on the 
9 July, 'The War Office take a very gloomy view indeed of Major 
Cazalet's functions, and insist that they are purely political. This means 
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that we shall have to be very careful that he does not interfere too 
much in diplomatic matters'. 33 Colonel Bridges had already been 
appointed Military Liaison Officer with the Poles, a post he continued 
to hold. 

Immediately on arrival in London, various members of the Polish 
government proceeded to wage a bitter war of attrition against par¬ 
ticular individuals and groups, but most notably against the Prime 
Minister, Sikorski. Sikorski responded in kind, preparing plans to 
purge the ranks of government employees and the officer corps of 
supporters of the pre-war government. The first public sign of internal 
friction was noted when President Raczkiewicz and his entourage 
arrived in London on 21 June 1940. He was not met by Sikorski, whose 
absence was justified by the need to rest after the ordeals in France. 
During the next few days no attempt was made by Sikorski to see the 
President or the Minister for Foreign Affairs, Zaleski. 34 Raczkiewicz 
responded by dismissing Sikorski and appointing Zaleski as his 
successor. The crisis dragged on for a month, in the course of which 
more individuals pitched their own particular grudges into the sim¬ 
mering pot of disunity. The protagonists were divided into the sup¬ 
porters of Sikorski and his policies on the one hand and representa¬ 
tives of the pre-war government and bearers of assorted grievances on 
the other hand. The impasse was ended when a number of officers 
from Sikorski's entourage visited Zaleski and threatened physical 
violence unless he declined the President's request to form a new 
government. The pronunciamento overcame the present difficulty 
without resolving anything. But the crisis signalled to British civil 
servants and politicians the need to pay attention to Sikorski's rela¬ 
tions with the army. It also alerted them to Sikorski's precarious 
position within his own government. 

Attacks on Sikorski continued from several quarters. The most 
serious accusation concerned his initiative in relation to the Soviet 
Union. During a lightning visit to London, at the time of the French 
armistice talks with Germany, Sikorski instructed his friend Stefan 
Litauer, the head of PAT (the Polish news agency in London) to 
prepare a memorandum to Churchill summarizing the Polish attitude 
towards possible contacts with the Soviet Union. Sikorski handed this 
memorandum to Halifax. The most controversial point in it was a 
declaration that the present government would be prepared to con¬ 
sider certain territorial adjustments on the border with the Soviet 
Union. 35 As if that were not startling enough, the memorandum pro¬ 
ceeded to suggest that in Soviet-occupied Polish territories a Polish 




Britain's only fighting ally 


65 


army should be raised which would co-operate with the Red Army. 
The crisis which ensued in the Polish government during the follow¬ 
ing months tested the limits of Sikorski's authority and for the time 
being ended any hopes of establishing indirect contacts with the 
Soviet authorities. 

The most important question asked by historians since then is what 
Sikorski hoped to gain by making such a suggestion at a time when 
the Soviet Union was clearly Germany's ally and one of the two occu¬ 
pying powers. It has been claimed that Sikorski believed incorrectly 
but nevertheless sincerely that the Soviet Union had recently sig¬ 
nalled its willingness to re-establish relations with Poland. That was 
what he had told Kennard, the British Ambassador. 36 It is difficult to 
see how he had arrived at such a conclusion. The most obvious expla¬ 
nation for Sikorski's willingness to seek a rapprochement with the 
Soviet Union is that he wanted to recruit the Polish men there into the 
exile Polish army. 37 This suggests that Sikorski did not have a realistic 
appreciation that the Soviet Union was likely in due course to become 
Britain's ally. He merely wanted to gain access to Polish manpower in 
order to establish in Britain the political authority of the exile govern¬ 
ment by creating a strong and numerous Polish army-in-exile. His 
initiative was premature and other Polish politicians were able to fore¬ 
stall it. 

Opposition to Sikorski spread beyond the relatively small circle of 
government ministers. His enemies made a conscious effort to under¬ 
mine military discipline and to mobilize the officer corps against his 
policies. On 8 June Lukasiewicz sent an open letter from Paris in 
which he accused Sikorski of having divided the Emigre community 
and, most critically of all, of having lost the whole of the Polish army 
so painstakingly built up in France by his bad military judgment. 38 
Lukasiewicz was a prominent member of the Pilsudski faction. His 
attack was seen as the first shot in an open war against Sikorski. 
Copies of this letter were circulated among Polish army officers who 
had managed to get to Britain and had been moved to Scotland. This 
letter was distributed together with another one, written by General 
D§b-Biernacki, one of the commanders in the September campaign. 
D§b-Biernacki had been particularly badly treated in France by 
Sikorski who had had him imprisoned in the penal camp at Cesiray. 
He accused Sikorski of failing to build on the achievements of the 
Pilsudski period and subjugating himself and the Polish army-in¬ 
exile to French needs. 39 Both letters were used by the President to 
attack Sikorski and galvanize the supporters of the old regime. More 




66 


Britain and Poland, 1939-1943 


worrying to Sikorski was the ready audience that both letters found 
among disgruntled army officers and government officials. 

The Polish infantry which had been rescued from France had been 
moved immediately to the region of Perth. The officer corps, mostly 
followers of Pilsudski, had succeeded in making their way to Britain, 
as they had previously to France, in disproportionately larger numbers 
in relation to non-commissioned officers and other ranks. Accommo¬ 
dation was rudimentary and discontent was widely voiced. Failure to 
obtain commissions, the general insecurity and demoralization led to a 
high degree of politicization. Although Sikorski was committed to 
building a new Polish army, there were few if any areas where 
recruitment could take place. For the time being grandiose plans for 
assembling the First Polish Army Corps in Scotland had to remain on 
paper. Opposition among the officer corps was tackled by creating a 
place of compulsory settlement for officers in Rothesay on the island of 
Bute. Officially the officers sent there were merely surplus to current 
requirements and were awaiting commissions. But it was well known 
that Rothesay was a detention camp for officers who opposed 
Sikorski. 40 By the autumn of 1940 two additional centres, essentially 
military penal camps, were set up by the Polish government in main¬ 
land Scotland at Kingleddors and Tainachbrach, the latter for 'moral 
deviants'. 41 Unfortunately for the Poles rumours started circulating 
within the British labour movement and Jewish communities that the 
bulk of soldiers incarcerated there were Communists and/or Jews. An 
army commission was set up by the Poles to investigate these rumours. 
It was somewhat puzzled to find among the camp inmates an articu¬ 
late and astoundingly fluent English-speaker, 'for a Jew' as the com¬ 
mission noted, who turned out to be Isaac Deutscher, a recent volun¬ 
teer to the Polish army. When finally released from the Polish army 
Deutscher returned to London to write for The Observer and The 
Economist. 

But Sikorski had to contend not only with attacks from within his 
own community. When he arrived in London he had no assurance 
that the British government would agree with Polish territorial and 
political objectives. Anxiety over British motives seems to have been 
ever present in Sikorski's mind and explains some of his initiatives. 
During the conversation which Sikorski had had with Halifax on 19 
June 1940 the latter broached the subject of allied relations with the 
Soviet Union. Halifax informed the Polish Prime Minister that Cripps 
had been despatched to Moscow with the aim of 'finding some basis 
for agreement which might contribute towards weakening the Soviet 
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Union's co-operation with German/. 42 No offer was made by Halifax 
for Britain to take up the Polish case over the Polish territory occupied 
by the Soviet Union. Instead he made a rather detached suggestion 
which implied that Polish-Soviet relations were entirely a matter for 
the Poles. Halifax noted this as follows: 'If the Polish Government for 
their part were able to take parallel action with a view to winning the 
goodwill of the Soviet Government I felt it would be all to the good'. 43 
Sikorski did not have to be a very perceptive listener to hear in these 
pronouncements a hint of opportunism. The Soviet Union had gone to 
great lengths to give legitimacy to their occupation of Polish Ukraine 
and Byelorussia by holding elections in those territories. It was obvious 
that the question of British recognition of the Soviet acquisition of 
those territories was going to arise in any diplomatic talks between 
Britain and the Soviet Union. 

War aims were the subject of frequent discussions within the Polish 
government during the autumn of 1940. There was an obvious need 
for the Poles to obtain some commitments from the British govern¬ 
ment to the restoration of territories occupied by the Soviet Union. 
They notably failed in their efforts to obtain this. The most that the 
British had been prepared to commit themselves to was expressed in 
the Military Agreement signed by both sides on 5 August. This was a 
statement of joint 'determination to prosecute the war to a successful 
conclusion'. 44 The matter was made worse by Churchill's assurance in 
the House of Commons on 5 September that Britain had not made any 
commitment to post-war borders. 45 When rumours reached the Poles 
about Cripps' approach to Stalin they decided to challenge the British. 
In an interview Zaleski had with Halifax on 18 November the Polish 
Minister sought to elicit a sympathetic response to the Polish aims. 
Zaleski tersely told Halifax: 

His Government... had consistently tried to facilitate the task of His 
Majesty's Government, since Great Britain was not at war with the 
Soviet Union, by not making too much of the fact that Poland on the 
other hand was; and they for their part had been under the impres¬ 
sion that, whatever policy His Majesty's Government might be forced 
to adopt towards the Soviet Union in the course of the war, no 
definitive proposals would be made to the Soviet Government 
without previous consultations with the Polish Government as 
between Allies . 46 

Following this approach, the Poles presented a memorandum 
summing up their war aims. 47 In it they expressed the hope that after 
the war Britain would seek to maintain a counterweight to Germany in 
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Europe and would therefore support a Middle European Federation 
dominated by Poland and Czechoslovakia. The Soviet Union was 
dismissed by the Poles as a state with 'Asiatic interests' whose 
potential, they believed, had clearly been overestimated. Therefore 
they suggested that a strong (Polish dominated) Central East Euro¬ 
pean Federation would offer a guarantee that Russia would be 
excluded from Europe. 

From the outset the Foreign Office was wary of the danger of being 
drawn into discussions of this sort. On the one hand, as Frank Roberts, 
Head of the Central Department of the Foreign Office, put it, it was 
only to be expected that Polish ambitions could not be satisfied. On the 
other hand, a clear statement to this effect would discourage the Poles 
and a confrontation with an ally was to be avoided. Frank Roberts was 
reputed to be sympathetic to the Soviet side, whereas in reality his 
comments and advice tended to be dispassionately realistic. The Polish 
memorandum travelled around the Foreign Office over a period of 
time, clearly attracting anxious comments. On 25 January 1941 Eden, 
now Secretary for Foreign Affairs, commented upon the Poles' convic¬ 
tion that after the war the Soviet Union's main interests would be 
Asian. He clearly doubted that they would be and therefore assumed 
that Poland and the Soviet Union would be in conflict in the future, a 
possibility which the Poles had been at pains to avoid mentioning. 48 
Not all within the Foreign Office took so charitable a view of the Poles. 
William Strang, Assistant Under-Secretary, wearily wrote to Cadogan 
describing the memorandum as 'tiresome'. 49 Whether tiresome or 
realistic there is no evidence that the Polish attempt to limit British 
initiatives in relation to the Soviet Union were anything other than 
dismissed from the beginning. 

Publicly at least, Sikorski remained unswerving in his loyalty to the 
British and never voiced open criticism of their policies. Some of his 
aides and political Allies were less constrained. Colonel Leon Mitkie- 
wicz. Head of Polish Military Intelligence and Sikorski's delegate to 
the Supreme Allied Executive, noted on 4 July 1940 his own belief that 
Britain was increasingly seeking a basis for co-operation with the 
Soviet Union. In these circumstances he felt that Poland should guard 
against becoming isolated. 50 Mitkiewicz remarked that when he had 
discussed this point with the newly appointed Chief of Staff, Colonel 
Tadeusz Klimecki, the latter agreed with him. In a memorandum 
submitted to Sikorski on 1 July 1940 Klimecki drew attention to two 
possibilities. One was that of Britain being forced to accept German- 
Italian peace proposals. The other possibility was that Britain's 
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inevitable defeat would be postponed by the German attack east. In 
either case he believed that Poland would be sacrificed by the British in 
order to negotiate their way out of the war or to obtain an essential 
alliance with the Soviet Union. 51 According to Mitkiewicz Sikorski 
agreed with this analysis. 52 

It is therefore likely that Sikorski felt the need to seek contact with 
the Soviet government in order to forestall a British accommodation 
with the Soviet Union at Poland's expense. This suggestion was made 
by, among others, Adam Pragier, one of the exiled leaders of the PPS 
(Socialist Party) who would not have lightly associated with groups 
opposed to Sikorski. Pragier felt that Sikorski should not trust the 
British. He believed that since Britain was trying to loosen German- 
Soviet ties she would no longer raise objections to Soviet long-term 
aims in relation to Poland. 53 

Sikorski's attempt to resume a dialogue with the Soviet Union was 
also contrary to the principles on future foreign policy which the 
Cabinet Committee of the government-in-exile approved on their 
arrival in Britain. 54 It had been agreed that for reasons of state Poland 
had to participate in fighting the aggressors, rather than allowing the 
defeat of Germany and the Soviet Union to be secured by Britain using 
her own and her empire's resources. This was one of the key points 
reiterated by General Kazimierz Sosnkowski, one of Sikorski's rivals 
who was at the time responsible for communication with occupied 
Poland. This and other issues dealing with the post-war balance of 
power was presented by him in a memorandum to the Cabinet Com¬ 
mittee and subsequently approved by it when the government arrived 
in Britain. The return of France to the position of a European power was 
described as being in 'Poland's political interest' since it was believed 
that France would have the main say in 'matters relating to the political 
organization of Europe after the war'. 55 Like the British government, 
the Polish one was at this stage unsure about the future course of the 
Vichy government's policies. When in due course de Gaulle tried to 
obtain Polish recognition for the Free French he found the Poles unre¬ 
sponsive. Gladwyn Jebb of the Foreign Office's Economic and Recon¬ 
struction Department recorded in January 1941 that Sikorski had 'com¬ 
plete contempt for the majority of de Gaulle's supporters, though not 
for de Gaulle himself'. 56 There was another reason for Sikorski's 
government to show reluctance to enter into close political relations 
with the Free French. About 500/100 Poles were known to be living in 
unoccupied France. There was a need to protect them. It was also 
hoped that they could be recruited into the Polish army in Britain. 57 
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The Polish government formulated its dearest guidelines in relation 
to the Soviet Union. The return of territories occupied in 1939 and the 
liberation of the Baltic states, which were defined as a Polish sphere of 
interest, were considered the minimum that the Polish government 
would demand in any future co-operation. The Polish Cabinet 
accepted that future developments might require Britain to ally with 
the Soviet Union. In these circumstances the attitude of the Polish 
government-in-exile was that the confrontation with the Soviet Union 
would be necessarily postponed. Nevertheless a clear definition of 
Britain's obligations towards its Polish ally after the defeat of Germany 
had to be obtained as soon as possible. 58 In the following months the 
exile government developed links with Lithuanian, Estonian and 
Latvian exile political groups, in the belief that they were likely to 
share Polish opposition to Soviet aggression and German tutelage 
after the war. 

The policy of raising Polish fighting units in exile was defined as a 
means of putting pressure on the ally and a means of obtaining 
political influence, as it had been earlier in France. Sikorski therefore 
could not afford to allow the army to continue as a hotbed of intrigues 
and political dissent. In the end its main role was to secure political 
influence for the government. Without a military contribution, 
Sikorski reasoned, the exile government's role would be insignificant 
and it would be incapable of securing for post-war Poland the terri¬ 
torial and political advantages due to it as a victorious allied power. In 
order to secure a degree of understanding and co-operation from the 
Polish soldiers and officers Sikorski visited Polish troops in Scotland at 
the end of August 1940. This was a trip earnestly encouraged by the 
British authorities who were also aware of the boredom and collapse of 
morale among the idle Polish soldiers stationed there after their rescue 
from France. During a meeting with the commanders of units Sikorski 
explained the role of the army during the war and after. 59 He pointed 
out that the army had and would continue to have two main roles. The 
first was to form the cadre of a future great Polish army, which would 
restore order in Poland after the end of hostilities and, as Sikorski 
ambiguously explained, 'It might so happen that a few hundred 
people then utilized, used in an appropriate way, might put things in 
the right track and orientate things in the right direction'. Sikorski was 
alluding to a future political mission of the army in controlling revo¬ 
lutions and ethnic dissent. The army's second role was to establish a 
reputation for Polish military endeavour in order that 'friends be 
certain that Poland is really a first class ally, one that will never fail'. 
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Stripped of its hyperbole, the speech assured the Polish officers that 
the government's policy was to develop a stock of goodwill and build 
up a debt of gratitude in the west and to use the army in future not 
only to liberate Polish territories but also to establish political order. 

Once more the building up of the Polish military units was being 
used to obtain political leverage. During their sojourn in France the 
Poles had had the opportunity to discuss with the British their military 
plans. They did not find British politicians helpful or encouraging. 
While still in France Sikorski's government sought British aid in 
putting pressure on the Canadian government to allow the recruit¬ 
ment of Poles from Canada. The proposal met with little understand¬ 
ing within the Foreign Office. As one Foreign Office civil servant put it 
to Raczyriski on 30 January 1940, 'from the point of view of the 
efficiency of the allied war effort, it was much more important to 
rescue and embody the destitute Poles in various parts of Europe 
rather than up-root Canadian Poles from their employment'. 60 The 
Foreign Office evidently overlooked the fact that the Poles did not 
view their plans for the creation of a fighting force as 'rescuing 
destitute Poles'. The insult would have been felt poignantly by the 
Poles. 

The British government's attitude of maintaining a distance from 
Polish plans for the formation of fighting units in the west continued 
until the fall of France. Strang told Raczyriski as much on 9 February 
when Raczyriski met him to urge the British to complete the drafting 
of military agreements. Raczyriski admitted that the idea of forming 
two divisions in Canada had been abandoned and instead it was 
hoped to bring Polish recruits to Europe to join the Polish formations 
there. 61 Strang had been authorized to say that 'it would not be 
possible for any part of the Polish land forces to be formed, equipped 
or trained in the United Kingdom. As the Polish land forces were 
ultimately to form part of the Polish army in France, it was natural that 
they should be equipped, formed and trained on the French model'. 
British disinterest in Polish military plans did not confine itself to the 
question of models and types of equipment. British finance was not 
available to assist in the transport of Polish volunteers to Europe. 
Payment of any expenses incurred by the Poles was not to be post¬ 
poned until the end of the war but cleared against credits already 
agreed. 

During the talks which were conducted over the following months 
another problem was added to the strained discussions between the 
Poles and the British. This related to the extent of Polish jurisdiction 
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over Polish nationals living in Britain who refused to join the Polish 
units. The Poles wanted total control over Polish citizens resident in 
Britain while the Foreign Office was unwilling to allow the 
government-in-exile such wide-ranging authority. 62 In time the 
problem acquired a different dimension. A number of Poles who had 
for a variety of reasons been stripped of their Polish nationality during 
the 1930s objected strongly to being called up by the Polish authorities. 
They appealed to the British to allow them to enrol in British units. The 
fact that most of them were Jews, whose passports the Polish authori¬ 
ties had refused to renew as part of anti-Semitic policies of the Sanacja 
government, only made the matter more embarrassing. Between 
August and November 1940 a number of agreements. Parliamentary 
Acts and an Order in Council clarified the extent of the exile govern¬ 
ment's jurisdiction over its citizens and servicemen. Generally speak¬ 
ing, matters relating to military issues and discipline were dealt with 
by the Polish authorities in accordance with Polish military law 
whereas matters coming under the jurisdiction of civil courts were 
dealt with by British courts. 63 

From the beginning the British authorities expressed concern about 
stateless aliens becoming stranded in Britain. The British were not only 
anxious that they would become Britain's responsibility at the end of 
the war. They were also unhappy about the possibility that allied 
governments might deprive their citizens of their nationality as a 
penal sanction, thereby saddling their British hosts with responsibility 
for people punished in this way. This explains why legislation was 
introduced allowing exile governments extensive control over their 
citizens, in particular those who were liable to military service, and 
also why provisions were made for the British civil and military 
authorities to assist them in exercising that control. 64 Subsequently 
British civilian authorities were frequently to find themselves drawn 
into clashes between aliens and their exile governments. The most 
numerous seem to have been cases of Polish Jews and Communists, 
and Greek Communist sailors opposed to their own exile royal 
government. 

From 16 May 1940 discussions within British government and mili¬ 
tary committees on the possibility of France's collapse inevitably 
addressed the question of how Britain could alone withstand a 
German attack. Deliberations concerned a Chiefs of Staff paper 
entitled 'British Strategy in a Certain Eventuality' which had been 
circulated on 19 May. Their unquestioned conclusion was that sea and 

aerial power had to be built up in preparation for Britain's lonely 
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stand. As the fall of France became more of a reality in the following 
days, British military leaders became increasingly concerned with 
Britain's manpower and equipment shortages. 65 On 15 May the Minis¬ 
try of Aircraft Production and Air Staff agreed to concentrate on 
improving production of equipment, aircraft and on training and 
obtaining trained crews. 66 

The Poles immediately benefited from this change of policy. The 
previous detachment from the Polish government's plans for building 
up an exile army rapidly turned to direct interest and involvement. As 
French resistance ceased, Churchill personally intervened in response 
to Sikorski's request for assistance in evacuating a number of units 
from France. 67 Polish troops were rescued from the French coast 
together with British ones. The willingness of the British government 
to do this created a strong impression on Sikorski and seemed to 
herald unity of purpose between the two Allies. 68 In reality, support 
was being given to the Poles because they represented a resource, 
namely trained manpower. In an interview with Sikorski on 19 June 
1940 Halifax voiced the government's concern that Britain might not 
secure the means with which to continue the war. He recorded his 
words to Sikorski as follows: '1 was sending a telegram instructing Sir 
R. Campbell to point out frankly to the French Government the 
necessity of everything possible being done to help the Polish Govern¬ 
ment and Polish troops to leave France. I felt that I need hardly add 
that HMG agreed that it was absolutely essential that they should not 
fall into the hands of the enemy'. 69 

After the French Armistice Anglo-Polish military co-operation was 
quickly formalized. In the Anglo-Polish Military Agreement of 5 
August 1940 it was accepted by both sides that the units already 
available would form the nucleus of a future Polish military force. 
Article I of the agreement stated: 

The Polish Armed Forces shall be organized and employed under 
British command, in its character as the Allied High Command, as the 
Armed Forces of the Republic of Poland allied with the United 
Kingdom . 70 

The Polish Air Force, in accordance with Article II of the same 
agreement, did not come under the direct command of the Polish 
authorities but became part of the RAF. Although provisions were 
made to guarantee a distinct character of the Polish squadrons their 
use was clearly defined by Article III of Appendix I of the Anglo-Polish 
Agreement: 
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Except as provided in Article II for the employment of a Polish Army, 
Co-operation Squadron, operational control of the Polish Air Force 
units will rest entirely with the Royal Air Force Command to which 
they are attached . 71 

The decision to place the Polish Air Force under British command 
was a concession to British requests for a unified command. The British 
attitude towards the question of the use of Polish servicemen had 
earlier been ambiguous. This had most probably been caused by the 
changing needs of the RAF. Before the fall of France the Air Ministry 
was very reluctant to make provisions for the receipt and training of 
Polish airmen. In October 1939 it appeared that Britain could use 
Polish flight personnel to form two bomber divisions and two reserve 
divisions. 72 Negotiations dragged on until 11 June 1940 when an 
agreement was signed by Sikorski which defined the conditions under 
which the RAF was allowed to use Polish pilots. Only small conces¬ 
sions were made and those related to the right of Polish inspection and 
emblems, leaving the substance of the British command structure 
unchanged. 73 

The rationale for this and the clauses incorporated in the agreement 
of 5 August 1940 can be generally explained by the Air Ministry's low 
opinion of Polish pilots. The RAF did not understand Polish qualifi¬ 
cations and expertise 74 There are also suggestions that the Polish 
government's bargaining position was weak and that British law did 
not permit the employment of foreigners in any capacity other than in 
the RAF Volunteer Reserve Corps. 75 Neither of these explanations is 
correct. In fact the Air Ministry received damning reports about the 
organizational efficiency of the Polish air force and the quality of the 
officer corps. A representative and by all appearances an influential 
report was submitted in March by Group Captain Davidson. This 
included a variety of opinions, all emphatically advocating that the 
RAF should under no circumstances relinquish control of the Polish 
Air Units. Group Captain Davidson wrote: 

Both Polish organization and discipline leave much to be desired and 
the experience of the last three months suggests that without exten¬ 
sive British control it will be impossible to form efficient Polish Air 
Units ... Neither Polish officers nor NCOs have the authority with 
their men necessary to create the discipline as known in the British 
Air Force ... Since the Polish Air Units' decisions with regard to rank 
and promotion often appear to be affected by favouritism it would 
seem essential that all such decisions should finally rest in British 
hands ... even though outwardly the impression might be main¬ 
tained that the Poles themselves had the final word . 76 
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Polish success in getting a large number of pilots out of Romania 
enabled Sikorski to request the British to increase the number of pilots 
they were prepared to train. Confusion about this sudden piece of 
good luck was apparent in the Air Ministry. It was recognized that this 
was a windfall, but it was not clear what use could be made of it. The 
feeling that 'the Pole was an individualist and that an aircraft like the 
Wellington with a crew of six, was not really suited to their tempera¬ 
ment, whereas Blenheims would be more suitable' came with a frank 
statement that there simply were not sufficient numbers of Welling¬ 
tons to equip the Polish units. 77 

But the Air Ministry's failure to make use of Polish personnel not 
only caused irritation to the Poles. It also became an issue within the 
Air Ministry. According to a report written by Wing Commander C. 
Perri dated 24 May 1940, the duties performed by Polish pilots to date 
seemed to have consisted of drill and lectures. 'Multiplicity of Air 
Ministry branches ... insufficiency of suitable aerodromes ... insuffi¬ 
ciency of instructional equipment ... inability to obtain authoritative 
decisions' were reasons given for the failure to make proper use of 
Polish pilots. 78 The debate on whether Poles should be trained better 
to use British equipment or whether equipment appropriate to the 
Polish temperament should be found was cut short by a sudden influx 
into Britain of pilots from France and North Africa and by an RAF 
decision that it needed to expand rapidly the fighter units. 

On 14 July a conference was held at the Air Ministry to discuss the 
disposition of allied air force personnel now in the United Kingdom. 79 
The Chiefs of Air Staff had approved the formation of two fighter 
squadrons and two bomber squadrons from Polish personnel and 
plans were made for the formation of further squadrons as trained 
men were becoming available. Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding of 
Fighter Command now stated, 'It had already been decided that 10 
more fighter squadrons were to be added to Fighter Command as 
quickly as possible and we were finding it not too easy to find the 
personnel'. Furthermore, 'The Air Chief Marshal was emphatic that 
these Czech and Polish formations would receive every encourage¬ 
ment and all possible help from Fighter Command'. Once British 
military needs were defined there appeared to be no obstacles, either 
of equipment or temperamental compatibility, to the full utilization of 
allied air personnel. 

Military co-operation at the beginning of their exile in Britain gave 
the Polish government good reason to hope that their co-operation 
with the British war effort would yield political results. The participa- 
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tion of Polish fighter squadrons in the Battle of Britain gave the Poles 
the type of publicity they sought and believed would benefit their 
cause. The two squadrons 302 and 303 took part mainly in the defence 
of London where they claimed to have shot down no less than 203 
German planes. By October 1940 Polish pilots in Polish and British 
fighter divisions made up a fifth of Fighter Command. 80 Although 
public and official recognition of that contribution was enormous, 
there is no evidence that the feeling of gratitude was in any tangible 
way translated into a sense of political obligation. 

Less known but of equal importance was the participation of Polish 
soldiers in fighting in Syria and Egypt. In this case Sikorski, having 
retained direct control over the land forces, attempted from the outset 
to obtain political influence and recognition. The number of Polish 
soldiers in the Middle East under British command was small. In 
December 1941 it numbered 348 officers and 5,326 ranks. They were 
organized in the Independent Polish Brigade which had previously 
been called the Carpathian Brigade. Its importance lay in the fact that 
at a time of extreme danger to Egypt it was available to defend 
Alexandria and thus came to symbolize British-Polish co-operation. 
Polish expectations were inflated even more in the spring of 1941 
when it seemed that the hoped-for Balkan front would be opened and 
the route back to Poland would thus be breached. While still in France 
the Poles had harboured great hopes of being able to liberate Poland 
by marching up through the Balkan peninsula. 

The Carpathian Brigade had been formed in Syria and Beirut under 
French command and was supposed to be part of General Weygand's 
Middle Eastern Army which planned to move into Europe through the 
Balkans. The full development of the Polish Brigade had been con¬ 
strained by a shortage of manpower. Since it had been based in Homs 
in Syria it had not participated in German-French hostilities. Never¬ 
theless its commander, General Stanislaw Kopariski, was anxious 
that his men should not be forced to accept the armistice signed by the 
French commanders. He therefore sought instructions from his 
government. Sikorski informed him that if the French decided not to 
fight on he was to place himself at the disposal of British military 
authorities in Palestine. 81 When the moment came to part company 
with the French units. General Mittelhauser, the French commander, 
and General Kopariski failed to come to an agreement. Briefly it looked 
as if Polish troops would have to fight the French soldiers in order not 
to become prisoners of their previous ally. The matter was resolved 
and when the Polish units departed their feelings of pride were 
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enhanced by the fact that their numbers were swollen by French 
soldiers and pilots who had refused to accept their government's 
withdrawal from the war. 82 

Until December 1940 the Polish Brigade was stationed near Alexan¬ 
dria and was used to reinforce and build up the defence of the city 
against the anticipated Italian attack. In December a decision was 
made to use the Poles to guard Italian prisoners of war captured in 
battles on the Libyan front. But on 24 February Kopariski was informed 
that the Brigade was to be sent to Greece to reinforce the Balkan front. 
On 9 April 1941, after another reorganization, the troops were loaded 
on to ships destined for Greece. That same day they were informed 
that plans had been changed and they were now to be deployed in 
Libya. 83 Then that decision was changed and the Poles returned to 
Alexandria. In June there appeared a possibility that they would be 
used to fight the Vichy units in Syria, a confrontation which Sikorski 
tried to avoid. 84 Several times the Polish units were re-equipped and 
retrained, depending on whether they would be deployed in the 
mountainous regions of the Balkans or the sands of North Africa. The 
Polish soldiers were first taught to use mules for the Balkans and then 
were equipped and reorganized to become a mechanized unit for the 
desert. On 15 August 1941 Kopariski was unexpectedly informed by 
Auchinleck that the Polish Brigade would go to relieve Australian 
units in Tobruk. 

It was only to be expected that in these circumstances problems of 
strategy would arise. Sikorski tried several times to co-ordinate plans 
for the use of the Brigade in such a way that would enable them to 
participate in the final liberation of Poland. The Balkan front was 
favoured both by Sikorski and Kopariski. There was also the need to 
retain some political independence, hence the reluctance to be drawn 
into direct military conflict with Vichy France and Italy. Finally, there 
was the irresistible desire to be needed by the British, hence the 
inability to exercise control over the destination of the Polish Brigade 
once its use was requested, irrespective of previously made decisions. 

Kopariski, who had witnessed the changing military fortunes of the 
British in the Mediterranean, felt throughout that firmer political 
guidelines were needed. In July 1940 he informed Sikorski that it was 
vital that a military person be posted to the Middle East who was 
'experienced in military, political and diplomatic matters to whom all 
military attaches, diplomatic representatives and Polish consulates in 
the whole of the East would be accountable and who would co¬ 
ordinate their activities and would represent Sikorski and the allied 
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government here'. 85 Sikorski tried to obtain permission to visit troops 
in Egypt in January 1941 but was discouraged by Churchill. 86 

In February 1941 Sikorski informed the British that he wanted to 
appoint General Sosnkowski as his representative in the Middle East. 
While Sikorski wanted to get rid of a strong and popular critic of his 
foreign policy, he also wanted to assert the Polish government's 
authority. Sosnkowski's instructions spoke of the hopes attached to 
the use of the Independent Brigade in the Balkans. It was to be 
Sosnkowski's duty to ensure that the Brigade was used to serve Polish 
interests 87 Sikorski hoped that Turkey would decide to make a direct 
commitment to the war since Soviet-German machinations might 
make her willing to enter into agreements with Poland. In that event 
the Brigade would be a direct Polish contribution to the joint effort and 
thus would symbolize Polish-Turkish-British unity. Sosnkowski was 
to ascertain whether Polish units could be introduced into the Balkan 
battle-zone, if that possibility were reconsidered. Sikorski reiterated 
the need to emphasize as strongly as possible the Polish contribution 
to the war. Sosnkowski's mission was aborted when the British 
authorities refused to accept the nomination of a Polish representative 
from London. 

In his conversation with Churchill on 16 February Sikorski obtained 
an assurance that if the Balkan front were reopened in Turkey, Polish 
units in Egypt would be freed to go there. 88 He nevertheless handed 
over the Brigade to the British commanders, clearly intending that it 
should be part of the great British military effort in the Middle East. 
When on 14 March 1941 Churchill requested that the Brigade stay in 
the Middle East Sikorski agreed, 'but asked that the Brigade, which 
was one of the few remaining embodiments of Polish nationality, 
should not be lightly cast away or left to its fate'. 89 Churchill was not 
unsympathetic to the Polish appeal and advised his commanders to 
hold this point in mind. But he and his military leaders refused to 
concede the appointment of Polish officers to GHQ Middle East. The 
decision not to give way to Sikorski over this was as much for political 
as it was for military reasons. British military and political leaders did 
not want to have their hands tied over policy relating to the Middle 
East. 90 

In a speech to the soldiers of the Independent Brigade made while 
visiting the Middle East in November 1941 Sikorski said: 

When three months ago I asked the British government to send you 
to Tobruk, I was motivated exclusively by considerations relating to 
our state. The most vital Polish interests required that the alliance of 




Britain's only fighting ally 


79 


25 August 1939, an alliance which was one between two free and 
independent nations, now find its expression in our presence at this 
front. 91 

Allowing the Independent Brigade to become part of the British 
forces in the Middle East went counter to Polish objectives in more 
than one way. In addition to the possibility of the Brigade being used 
in African fighting at a time when the Poles would have preferred to 
keep open an option on the Balkan front, there was the unwanted 
military confrontation with Italy. Polish unwillingness to confront 
Italian troops adversely affected their standing in the eyes of the 
British commanders in the summer of 1940. At the time the Brigade 
had been established under British command in Palestine. Not until 
December were plans made for its reorganization and rearming. While 
the official reason given was that the legal framework for Polish- 
British co-operation was still unclear, misunderstandings had arisen 
because of Polish unwillingness to declare war against Italy. Having in 
mind the possibility of Poland and Italy jointly dominating the Balkan 
region after the war, Sikorski had refused to declare war on Italy in 
June 1940. Instead he merely broke off diplomatic relations. This 
manoeuvre backfired. The British Chiefs of Staff simply concluded that 
the Poles were not willing to take offensive action against Italian 
troops and therefore refused to rearm them. 92 In his talks with 
Kennard, Sikorski tried to resolve the dilemma by stating that he 
wanted to see the Brigade used but that the political issues had to be 
resolved beforehand. 93 Whether Sikorski was referring to his govern¬ 
ment's Italian dilemma or the need to obtain a quid pro quo from the 
British is not clear. Neither problem was referred to again by the 
British political leadership and the Brigade languished in inactivity. 
Only when the matter was clarified by Sikorski's unambiguous state¬ 
ment that the Brigade could be used against Italian troops did the 
Brigade receive the equipment to transform it into a mechanized unit. 

Since September 1940 developments in the Middle East had con¬ 
fronted the British with painful choices. The Italian attack on British 
possessions in North Africa, launched on 13 September, although 
stalled, made it painfully clear to the British Chiefs of Staff that the 
defence of that region and protection of vital communication routes 
through the Mediterranean could not be assured until Italian troops in 
Libya and Eritrea had been defeated. In January 1941 German involve¬ 
ment in the Balkans and assistance to the Italian campaign in Africa 
were added to the already formidable list of threats to British security. 94 
In January the Chiefs of Staff reversed the previous decision to 
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allow General Wavell, Commander-in-Chief of the Middle East, to 
concentrate on the Italian threat. Instead he was instructed to proceed 
with the offensive in Libya but only as far as Benghazi and to prepare 
troops for action in Greece. 95 

Britain's hoped-for mobilization of the Balkans failed both diplo¬ 
matically and militarily. Turkey's unwillingness to receive British aid 
merely confirmed that country's reluctance to be drawn into the 
anti-German camp. Militarily the British fared even worse. On 6 April 
1941 the German offensive against Greece started and was impress¬ 
ively successful. On 24 April British troops were forced to evacuate the 
country. Soon after Crete was abandoned. The strategic consequences 
of these victories were critical to the British. Not only was the Mediter¬ 
ranean now accessible to the Luftwaffe, but the defence of the Middle 
East and Egypt forced the Chiefs of Staff to make painful decisions 
about the desirability of retaining in Britain troops, naval units and an 
air force for the defence of the British Isles. Although by July 1941 
Italian action in the Red Sea region and in Abyssinia had been conclu¬ 
sively ended, Wavell was only too well aware that the Western Desert 
was defended by a totally inadequate number of troops. These were 
the circumstances in which the use of the relatively small Polish 
Independent Brigade was requested by the British. While the Polish 
political leadership in London was only too delighted to see Polish 
soldiers given an opportunity to prove their valour, they immediately 
tried to fit these plans for the Brigade into their own strategy. Since the 
Balkan front, rather than the Middle East and Africa, remained their 
preferred zone of operation, they concentrated on the contribution 
that fighting in North Africa could make to that plan. When Sikorski 
was asked by Churchill to allow the Brigade to be used in Greece, 
Sikorski enthusiastically telegraphed Kopahski: 

The formation of a new war front in the Balkans lies in accordance 
with our political and strategic interests and brings us nearer to 
Poland. It provides conditions for a future offensive on the con¬ 
tinent. 96 

But the military situation was changing too rapidly. While the Poles 
had their sights fixed firmly on the Balkan region, the British Middle 
East Command analysed the Balkans as part of their Middle East and 
Mediterranean strategy, and therefore were liable to drop the idea of 
the Balkan front if communication routes and North Africa became a 
priority. These were considerations which the Poles were liable to 
ignore. In the end they deluded themselves. General Kopanski's 
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soldiers acquitted themselves bravely. But the North African campaign 
was not a central consideration in the complex global designs of the 
British. 

For all his hopes that Polish soldiers would be seen assisting Britain 
at a difficult time, Sikorski failed to admit, or perhaps even appreciate 
that he had obtained no political concessions or commitments as a 
reward for this sacrifice. It is difficult to say whether he believed at this 
stage that the debt of gratitude thus accrued would naturally be 
discharged at the end of the war or whether he realized that he had no 
choice: to refuse Churchill's request for the use of the Brigade could 
have jeopardized the co-operation with Britain that by his reasoning 
was the basis for future British assistance to Poland. In any case in the 
autumn of 1941 relations with the Soviet Union came to overshadow 
all other considerations. 




4 Britain, Poland and the Soviet Union: 
June-December 1941 


On 22 July 1941 the much-anticipated German attack on the Soviet 
Union finally took place. On the evening of that day Churchill made a 
radio broadcast in which he publicly extended a hand of friendship to 
the soldiers defending the Soviet Union. The speech was conspicuous 
in stressing all that united the British and Soviet nations and leaving 
unmentioned all the issues which might have divided them. The 
Prime Minister's failure to make British-Soviet co-operation con¬ 
ditional on a Soviet commitment to restore Polish territories was 
deeply meaningful to the London Poles, whose ears were finally tuned 
in to the possibility of betrayal. During the following month the 
politicians of the government-in-exile were no longer divided by the 
question of whether to re-establish relations with the Soviet Union. 
They all accepted the necessity for that. They now contended how to 
force the British and American governments to make their assistance 
to the Soviet Union conditional on the latter showing goodwill to the 
Poles. The failure of the two western democracies to champion the 
Polish cause became the most obvious sign of the rapidly diminishing 
importance of the Poles in allied diplomacy. 

During July 1941 the Polish Prime Minister, following the policy 
approved by the Council of Ministers, opened talks with Maisky in 
order to arrive at a mutually acceptable treaty. This was finally signed 
on 30 July. Brief as it was, the most important point was contained in 
Article 1 which merely stated that the Soviet-German treaties of 1939 
had ceased to be valid. Poland assured the Soviet Union that it was not 
allied with any anti-Soviet power. Both parties agreed to co-operate 
with the aim of defeating the Nazis and to that end a Polish army was 
to be created in the Soviet Union. 1 There was no Soviet commitment to 
the restoration of occupied Polish territories nor any undertaking 
regarding future Polish-Soviet borders. The agreement was a bilateral 
one that did not involve the United Kingdom, which had signed its 
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own agreement with the Russians on 12 July. To Sikorski this was the 
maximum he could obtain from the Soviet side and represented the 
minimum personally acceptable to him. He had wanted a British 
guarantee of the treaty, and had unsuccessfully sought from the Soviet 
side a commitment to the restoration of Polish territories. His oppo¬ 
nents, led once more by Raczkiewicz, Sosnkowski and Zaleski, 
regarded this minimum as unacceptable, and therefore no more and 
no less than a betrayal. 

From the start of the Polish-Soviet talks the Poles sought signs of 
Soviet goodwill, and at the same time a British commitment to Poland. 
The Soviet reluctance to accept Polish demands can be explained in a 
variety of ways, the most obvious being that the Soviet Union was not 
dependent on Polish goodwill or co-operation, and therefore was in a 
position to reject inconvenient demands. 

It is more difficult to understand why British politicians appeared so 
ungenerous towards the Polish ally at a time when they presumed that 
the Soviet Union would need British assistance. The key to under¬ 
standing British policy towards Poland in the period after the German 
attack on the Soviet Union lies in a British attitude towards the Soviet 
Union that was never free of ambivalence. The nature of the Anglo- 
Soviet relationship that developed during the next three years was 
always complex because British determination to co-operate with the 
Soviet leadership was motivated by a variety of considerations. It has 
been suggested that Churchill's reasons for making the famous speech 
of 22 June, which came to symbolize the spirit of British co-operation 
with the Soviet Union, 'served his own domestic needs, Soviet expec¬ 
tations, and American demands while concealing the absence of any 
tangible undertaking'. 2 The suspicion that Britain was seeking an 
accommodation with Germany at Russia's expense was never to leave 
the minds of the Soviet leaders. The conciliatory gestures that followed 
from London were efforts to allay Soviet suspicions. With such a 
tenuous basis for trust, the residence in Britain of the Polish 
government-in-exile, and the associations of so many of its members in 
some way or another with the pre-war government and its ideology 
could only heighten Soviet suspicions. From the outset therefore 
Churchill, who was determined to draw the Soviet Union into co¬ 
operation with Britain, would not permit Polish issues to distract 
Soviet leaders from the need to establish relations with Britain. 

The Anglo-Soviet agreement signed on 12 July was very simple and 
had been signed by Molotov, the Soviet Commissar for Foreign Affairs, 
and the British special envoy in Moscow, Stafford Cripps. Britain and 
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the Soviet Union committed themselves to assist each other in the 
present war and undertook not to sign separate treaties with the 
enemy, 3 During the following months attempts were made by both 
sides to add substance to the statements in the signed agreement. But 
from the outset there existed serious doubts in Britain about the 
desirability of British-Soviet co-operation. In addition to the ban on the 
use of the word 'alliance' to describe the nature of the relationship, 
there were officially and unofficially stated apprehensions about the 
degree to which it was desirable to co-operate militarily 4 and about the 
ideological and political implications of assisting a Communist regime. 5 

It has been suggested that the group most resistant to the need for 
co-operation with the Soviet Union were the military men who felt that 
the losses incurred by the British Imperial Forces in Greece and Crete 
meant that Britain could not and should not get involved in aiding the 
Soviet Union. In fact, prior to the outbreak of the war, British-Soviet 
military contacts had been non-existent and therefore there was 
nothing to build on. The political and military arguments for concen¬ 
trating on British priorities seemed perfectly sound, so that only a very 
far-sighted military man could have persuaded himself of the need to 
make aid to the Soviet Union a priority. A Soviet defeat was regarded 
as a foregone conclusipn and the military therefore strongly advised 
that Britain should prepare for the German invasion of the British Isles, 
which they thought would inevitably follow the fall of the Soviet 
Union. 6 The Joint Intelligence Committee maintained that the Soviet 
war effort would fold in a few days, while the Chiefs of Staff were 
plainly loath to enter into any contact with representatives of the Red 
Army. 7 Anti-Soviet prejudice played a significant role in this singular 
approach to Britain's long-term objectives. 8 

There is another plausible reason for the British failure to build up 
Soviet trust. The course of British-Soviet negotiations in July 1941 was 
tortuous for both sides due to their inability to resolve questions of 
detail rather than of substance. A key element was the difference 
between Cripps' approach to the Soviet leadership and that of the 
Foreign Office. The latter felt that the Soviet Union should be required 
to make concessions in order to prove its willingness to co-operate. 
This was most apparent in relation to the recognition of the Soviet 
annexation of the Baltic states, which both Cripps and the Foreign 
Office were willing to concede. But the Foreign Office nevertheless 
believed that some gesture of goodwill should be required from the 
Soviet Union before the British could let themselves be seen acqui¬ 
escing to Soviet demands. 9 
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The differences between the two governments were not confined to 
the Baltic states. The establishment of co-operation between Britain 
and the Soviet Union meant that both sides had to address themselves 
to the Polish dilemma. Even if it was not yet central to either side's 
military effort the issue was nevertheless unavoidable. To start with 
the absence of an agreement between Poland and the Soviet Union 
would have impeded the course of British-Soviet relations. The Soviet 
Union would have inevitably demanded that Britain prove her com¬ 
mitment by dissociating herself from Poland which was invariably 
seen as a thorn in the Soviet Union's side by the Soviet leadership. It is 
more difficult to ascertain the importance that British politicians 
attached to Poland in general, and its place in British-Soviet relations 
in particular. The absence of major Cabinet and Foreign Office discuss¬ 
ions of the desirability of making the agreement into a tripartite one 
suggests that, at the time, the Soviet Union was considered to have 
been the more important partner, while Poland was of less sig¬ 
nificance. 

No direct pressure was put by the British government on the Poles 
to re-establish relations with the Soviet Union. Nevertheless Eden and 
the Foreign Office took an interest in the matter, thus implying that 
Britain wanted and expected the Poles to abandon their previous 
attitude of implacable hostility towards the Soviet question. They were 
also willing and keen to assist in the process of reconciliation. Eden 
even modified Sikorski's first public pronouncement on the subject. 
On 23 June Sikorski made a radio broadcast to Poland explaining the 
Polish government's response to the German attack on the Soviet 
Union. The Polish Council of Ministers had earlier approved the text of 
the broadcast. Under pressure from Eden, Sikorski altered it to remove 
any belligerent tone and confined himself to stating blandly a hope 
that the Soviet Union would consider its treaty with Germany of 1939 
as not having taken place. 10 When reporting back to the Council of 
Ministers on 25 June Sikorski made clear his assumption that the 
British government would undertake to assist the process of recon¬ 
ciliation between the Poles and the Soviet Union along Polish lines. 
The least the Sikorski government expected was a Soviet repudiation 
of the Polish eastern border which had been imposed in September 
1939 and the release of the Poles from Soviet prisons and camps. 11 

But British politicians went further than just encouraging the Poles. 
Both Churchill and Eden had been sufficiently well informed on 
divisions within the Polish ranks to appreciate that Sikorski's ideas 
coincided with their own to a larger degree than did those of the 
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President and the Minister for Foreign Affairs. The Polish Ambassador 
to London, Edward Raczyriski, suggested that the British made sure 
that preliminary contacts between the Poles and the Soviet Ambassador 
would be conducted in a spirit of reconciliation by talking directly with 
Sikorski rather than the President August Zaleski, who was strongly 
opposed to the re-establishment of relations with the Soviet Union 
without a prior British and American commitment to the restoration of 
Poland in pre-war boundaries. 12 Cadogan noted on 5 July that 
Zaleski's presence at the opening of talks between Sikorski and Maisky 
'wouldn't help matters'. 13 Victor Cazalet recorded in his diary on 14 
July, 'Anthony Eden came to lunch last week and was overwhelmingly 
charming. The real problem at the moment is to get the Polish-Russian 
agreement. Sikorski has behaved with the utmost common sense and 
statesmanship. Both the P.M. and Anthony are loud in his praises'. 14 

Within the Polish community it was generally believed that Eden 
was guiding the Poles towards the rapprochement with the Soviet 
Union at all costs. The Head of Polish Military Intelligence, Leon 
Mitkiewicz, whose anti-British views have already been noted, felt that 
Sikorski had been pressurized. Not unusually for a man of his back¬ 
ground he concluded, 'The main role leading to the conclusion of the 
agreement between Poland and Russia was played undoubtedly and 
officially by minister Anthony Eden. Unofficially, behind the scenes, 
perhaps by the "masons".' 15 

This background but nevertheless tangible pressure which the 
British were known to be exerting was to become a source of embar¬ 
rassment to Sikorski who became very keen in future to assert that 
British influence had not been a key factor in his decision to negotiate 
directly with the Soviet Union. During his trip to North Africa and the 
Soviet Union in December 1941 Sikorski used several opportunities to 
justify his actions retrospectively to the Polish Ambassador to Turkey. 
He told Sokolnicki: 

Contrary to the rumours circulating, I state that it was not the English 
who manoeuvred me into the Polish-Soviet talks, but I manoeuvred 
Eden into them, in order that Great Britain take part in them next to 
us. There was no English pressure on us in that matter, but there was 
my pressure on England. 16 

In a further conversation Sikorski suggested that, in the event of 
Russia 'winning too early' and entering Polish territory in advance of 
allied armies, the agreement was intended to give Poland leverage, 
presumably against the Soviet Union. As Sikorski mused, 'in that event 
will the agreement not have any meaning? ... No I do not say that I 
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will [be able] to stop them, but in any case we will have something to 
base ourselves on, there will be grounds for us to demand something 
... and the allies would be witnesses .. /. 17 Sikorski's words to Sokol- 
nicki should be interpreted carefully. The signing of the Sikorski- 
Maisky agreement had led to another crisis in the Polish government, 
as a result of which Sikorski was even more acutely aware of the need 
to refute suggestions that he had allowed himself to be exploited by 
the British and lost sight of Polish interests. 

While the Poles were given clear and unambiguous hints as to what 
was expected of them, British politicians insisted on keeping their own 
talks with the Soviet Union distinct from the agreement which they 
wanted the Poles to conclude. Colonel Mitkiewicz drew attention to 
the fact that in official communications with the Polish government, 
and in the parliamentary statement at the time of the signing of the 
agreement, no undertaking on any Soviet-Polish pact was given by 
Britain. 18 

In fact Churchill and Eden were wary of Polish attempts to get them 
to make commitments to Poland. Sikorski's opponents within his own 
government tried to draw the British government into their intrigues. 
Zaleski saw Eden on 8 July and gave him a memorandum in which he 
implicitly criticized Sikorski. Eden pacified him by uttering a par¬ 
ticularly ambiguous reassurance: 

If as a result of any arrangement we could arrive at, we could show 
that Poland and Polish interests were being fairly treated by Russia, 
we should give satisfaction in many countries where Poland was as 
much liked as Russia was disliked. 19 

While the British political leadership viewed the matter as an issue 
which needed to be resolved, in accordance with their own objectives 
but without British involvement, the military authorities saw clear 
benefits to be derived from gaining access to the pool of Polish trained 
personnel now interned on Soviet territories. On 24 June Sikorski 
wrote to the head of the British military mission in Moscow, Lieuten¬ 
ant General F. N. Mason-Macfarlane, to tell him of the latest develop¬ 
ments and of the suggested use for Polish troops in the near future. 20 
Sikorski informed him that until the Soviet Union reversed the terri¬ 
torial changes of September 1939 and until it recognized Polish rights 
as defined in the Riga treaty, he planned not to leave Polish manpower 
in the Soviet Union but to evacuate it. Until the above conditions were 
satisfied, and as long as agreements for the formation of Polish units in 
the Soviet Union were not completed, manpower would be concen- 
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trated in areas from which it could be moved out. Four evacuation 
routes were identified: 

the Caucasus (Baku), Iran to Palestine 
the Turkmen Republic (Lutfabad), Iran to Palestine 
Vladivostok to the Polish camps in Canada 
Archangel (but only occasionally). 21 

On 3 July the Commander-in-Chief, Middle East, wrote to the War 
Office conveying General Kopariski's request that the British authori¬ 
ties use their influence to move Polish volunteers presently in the 
Soviet Union to the Middle East. The War Office had to inform him 
that they could not proceed but that the matter would in due course be 
resolved. 22 

British policy-makers were not alone in their anxiety not to be 
drawn into detailed discussions on the subject of post-war territorial 
adjustments. Roosevelt too had to take into account internal oppo¬ 
sition to his policy of involvement in Europe. 23 He was also warned by 
Adolf A. Berle Jr, the Assistant Secretary of State, of the disastrous 
effect wartime commitments had had on the European balance of 
power after the First World War. 24 As a result of these considerations a 
message was sent by Roosevelt to Churchill on 14 July cautioning him 
against entering into any premature commitments. 25 It was not a 
coincidence that the American initiative had taken place at the height 
of negotiations for an agreement between Britain and the Soviet 
Union. Within the State Department strong suspicions had been 
voiced about any British-Soviet understanding which would exclude 
the United States from influence in post-war Europe. The State 
Department therefore was determined to caution Churchill lest Anglo- 
Soviet co-operation relegated the United States after the war to the 
role of a passive supplier of economic assistance. 26 

To the Polish government in London the British appeared singularly 
ungenerous towards their Allies. American politicians did not inform 
the Poles that they were putting pressure on the British not to enter 
into excessively binding agreements with the emigre governments. The 
Poles were allowed to assume that America was Poland's friend and 
supporter, whereas Britain was not. In July 1941 at the height of the 
Polish government crisis which nearly ended in Sikorski being dis¬ 
missed by the President, Sikorski told Strang that Jan Ciechanowski, 
the Polish Ambassador to Washington, was taking Zaleski's side and 
that 'they are criticizing HMG for failing to give support to the Polish 
Government'. 27 For his part, Ciechanowski claimed that in an inter- 




Britain, Poland and the Soviet Union 


89 


view he had with American Acting Secretary of State, Sumner Welles, 
on 27 June, he was told that the American government shared his 
apprehensions about the degree of British willingness to conciliate the 
Soviet Union. Subsequently, he wrote, Welles stated that, 'at the 
appropriate moment the President would certainly agree to use his 
influence on behalf of Poland, and the appropriate time for such a step 
would be when Moscow applied to the American Government for 
Lend-Lease'. 28 During the American-Soviet economic negotiations 
Ciechanowski asked Welles for Roosevelt to use his influence to obtain 
concessions from Russia. Welles then declared that no opportunity 
had arisen to allow the Americans to press the issue. 29 

In its communications with the British the State Department denied 
that it wished to influence the course of Polish-Soviet talks. At the 
same time the British government received a direct assurance from the 
United States that no attempt would be made to interfere in the course 
of Polish-Soviet talks. During an interview with Halifax, by then the 
British Ambassador to Washington, Welles assured him that the Poles 
had been told 'that the US government would be glad to see agree¬ 
ment reached between the Poles and the Soviet but that they thought 
that any necessary detailed discussions should take place in London, 
where they had already been in progress'. 30 This statement was 
intended to assure the British that the United States government was 
leaving the Polish issue to them. 

As has been mentioned already, the degree to which Sikorski was 
prepared to go along with Soviet demands, even though no assur¬ 
ances were given to restore Polish frontiers to the pre-September 1939 
state, caused a major crisis in the Polish government. The background 
to this intra-governmental conflict is far from simple. Criticism of 
Sikorski, his style of governing, his alleged submissiveness to the 
British, his imprudence and haste in negotiating with the Soviet 
Union, had been voiced earlier. This particular crisis was considerably 
more dangerous because the President appeared to have sided with 
ministers who disagreed with Sikorski. The Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, August Zaleski, and two important ministers, Marian Seyda, a 
representative of the extreme right National Democratic group, and 
General Sosnkowski, a much-liked and respected military personality, 
tendered their resignations. 31 The quarrel was public and deeply 
acrimonious with both sides attempting to obtain British support. 
When President Raczkiewicz stated that he would not grant Sikorski 
powers to sign the agreement with the Soviet Union, the crisis within 
the Polish government threatened to become a diplomatic embarrass- 
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merit and upset British plans. Cecil Dormer, the British Ambassador to 
the Polish govemment-in-exile, had an interview with the President to 
persuade him not to create obstacles. A variety of arguments were 
used, all of which were general and oblique in their commitment to 
Poland. The suggestion that 'a better agreement would not be 
obtained by waiting and that if this chance was missed it would not 
recur later' was supported by a statement 'that in the opinion of His 
Majesty's Government the Soviet Government had met the Polish 
desiderata on all essential points; otherwise I said they [HMG] would 
not be now pressing the Polish Government to agree'. 32 

But, however desirable it was, from the British point of view, that 
Polish-Soviet relations be put on a less acrimonious footing, British 
independence of action was not to be limited by unnecessary commit¬ 
ments. All Raczkiewicz was to be promised in return for not creating 
difficulties for Sikorski was an assurance that 'Poland was our first ally, 
was fighting side by side with us and in a common cause and we must 
see to it that we kept the cause constantly before our eyes'. 

Sikorski's hand was strengthened by an unusual comparison with 
Cripps' powers to sign that was made by the Foreign Office. In a 
conversation with Sikorski's confidant and political advisor, J6zef 
Retinger, Strang explained Cripps' situation. This was intended to 
encourage the Polish Prime Minister to defy his President's refusal to 
authorize the signing of the agreement. There is another interpreta¬ 
tion which can be put upon the matter, namely that both agreements 
were viewed as being of a limited validity. This is suggested by 
Strang's words that Cripps, who signed the British-Soviet treaty at a 
time when he had no powers to sign treaties, did so 'by authority of 
His Majesty's Government'. Strang stressed that the Polish-Soviet 
treaty was, like the British agreement, no more than a joint declara¬ 
tion. 33 Retinger took this to mean that the Presidents opposition 
would not, in British and Soviet eyes, invalidate Sikorski's signature. 
When the agreement was thus signed by Sikorski, opposition within 
the Polish Cabinet was irrelevant. Unfortunately, as a consequence of 
this procedure, Sikorski was henceforth under relentless personal 
pressure to show that the agreement was of great advantage to the 
Poles, which was not always easy to prove. 

The crisis in the exile government was further defused by the 
President being forced to dismiss Zaleski together with General Sosn- 
kowski and the Minister of Justice, Marian Seyda. But Sikorski was still 
not to feel secure. The signing of the agreement with the Soviet Union 
was added to the stock of political grievances that preoccupied the 
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Polish community. Nor did the joint agreement to create Polish 
fighting units in the Soviet Union help Sikorski. As will be shown, the 
formation of these units created a new source of political challenges to 
him personally and his authority as Supreme Commander. 

The conclusion of the Polish-Soviet agreement led to the estab¬ 
lishment of a Polish army in Russia. That in turn raised the govern¬ 
ment's expectations in relation to Britain. Despite its fears that Poland 
was disadvantaged by the entry of the Soviet Union into the war, the 
Polish government-in-exile hoped that its importance could be main¬ 
tained and even enhanced because of the increased military contri¬ 
bution which could now be made by the Poles. Immediately after the 
British and Polish agreements with the Soviet Union, British politicians 
tried to reassure the Poles that relations between them were 
unchanged. On 30 July Eden handed Sikorski an official note intended 
to assure the Poles that no separate agreement concerning Poland had 
been made by the British with the Soviet Union. 34 In addition it 
confirmed that the British government had not recognized the Soviet 
territorial revisions which had taken place in September 1939. This 
negative formulation could not mean that the restoration of Poland to 
her pre-war borders was one of Britain's war aims. Within the Foreign 
Office lingered a reluctance to get involved in the complexities of 
Polish politics. Oliver Harvey's diary testifies to the extremely unflat¬ 
tering view of the Poles which prevailed in British government, and 
particularly in Foreign Office circles. Writing on 12 July he noted, 'The 
Polish-Soviet conversation on treaty went fairly well. M[aisky] agreed 
to most of the Polish points ... There is also an ugly snag in that the 
Polish political prisoners whom the Poles want released and who are 
believed to have been "liquidated" .. ,'. 35 Writing a few days later, 
Harvey felt free to blame the Poles for the slow progress of the talks. 36 
The Poles were generally seen as likely to try and create a situation 
which would embroil Britain in unwelcome commitments. In October 
Harvey commented: 

We must be careful of the Poles. They are most insinuating. We must 
guard against the mistake of the French in the last war who by their 
infatuation for the Poles and support of their wildest claims, sapped 
the foundation of the Peace Settlement . 37 

Cadogan was more explicit. On 27 July he wrote in his diary, 'Saw 
A[nthony Eden] and Strang about Polish-Russian business. Both sides 
are crooks, but it looks as if we may get a signature this afternoon'. 38 

Sikorski's attempt to present the Polish-Soviet agreement as a factor 
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strengthening Poland's role in the war was rendered even more 
difficult by the publication on 12 August of the British-American 
agreement which came to be known as the Atlantic Charter. The high 
moral tone adopted in the declaration made it impossible for the Poles 
to publicize their desire to incorporate in their borders territories to 
which they had dubious ethnic and historic claims, but which they 
considered vital to Poland's future security. Plans for the incorporation 
of East Prussia and the retention of the eastern regions were thrown 
into doubt by the Charter's statement that territorial aggrandizement 
was not sought by the signatories of the Charter and that the rights of 
the inhabitants to decide their fate would be respected. 39 The Poles 
regarded the declaration with deep anxiety. They knew that it would 
be difficult to justify keeping within Polish borders Byelorussian and 
Ukrainian minorities whose hostility to the Polish state had been 
clearly manifested during the September campaign. Polish politicians 
felt betrayed by such a public dissociation by the United States from 
the future fate of Poland. 40 

On 18 August Cecil Dormer, the British Ambassador to the Polish 
govemment-in-exile, reported an interview with Raczyriski, the newly 
appointed Polish Minister for Foreign Affairs and Polish Ambassador 
to London. Acting on Sikorski's instructions, Raczyriski explicitly 
linked the agreements with the Soviet Union and the United States. 
Dormer was told that the Poles felt neglected: the Polish-Soviet agree¬ 
ment appeared to have resulted in their negotiating position being 
weakened. They also felt that the Anglo-American declaration had 
established a principle of self-determination which could result in 
their hopes for changes on their western frontier being defeated. 41 
Raczyriski tried to induce the British Foreign Office to make a separate 
statement qualifying the application of the Atlantic Charter to the 
Polish case. The British government should, he suggested, state that it 
believed that Poland 

cannot emerge from this war reduced in strength. Consequently the 
future frontiers of Poland should not in any case embrace a territory 
less important than that which Poland possessed before the German 
aggression, her frontiers should be drawn so as to safeguard the 
country's security as a part of the general security of Europe, they 
should assure Poland's vital needs of a wide access to the sea ade¬ 
quately protected from foreign interference, and her economic 
necessities proportionate to the number of her population . 42 

The Polish request was unacceptable to the British. It would have 
implied a commitment to the maintenance of Polish territorial integrity 
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after the war and to supporting Polish aspirations in that part of 
Europe. For Churchill the Atlantic Charter, despite its unwelcome 
references to peoples' rights to 'self-determination', was a major 
achievement in relation to the United States. It was a success in that it 
bound the United States to the British war effort at a time when that 
country was still a neutral state. 43 Additionally, during the meeting at 
which Churchill and Roosevelt agreed on the text of the Atlantic 
Charter, a decision was made to assist jointly the Soviet Union, a 
contribution which Churchill considered vital if Germany was to be 
defeated. 44 

But Churchill's satisfaction at having obtained a partial, nevertheless 
crucial. United States commitment to the war did not mean that he was 
insensitive to the possibility of the allied small states being unhappy 
about the substance of the Charter. In a letter to Attlee, dated 11 
August, the day when the negotiations of the text were completed, 
Churchill admitted that he considered the Charter as no more than an 
'interim and partial statement of war aims designed to reassure all 
countries of our righteous purpose and not the complete structure 
which we should build after the victory'. 45 

The Poles did not understand the complexities of Anglo-American 
relations and understandably but vainly sought to obtain some 
reassurance that the British had not lost sight of Polish objectives. The 
Political, Economic and Legal Office of the Polish government wrote to 
Sikorski warning him that the Atlantic Charter, if implemented, would 
make it impossible for Poland to obtain Danzig, East Prussia and 
Oppeln Silesia. 46 The other point stressed in the memorandum was 
the fact that no mention was made of the need to force the aggressor 
states to compensate their victims. The idea of Poland receiving terri¬ 
torial compensation in Prussia and the west had been toyed with by 
Sikorski in 1940 and was virtually accepted by the Poles as a logical 
consequence of Germany's defeat. 47 This very point was put by Rac- 
zyfiski to Eden at a meeting on 18 August and in a subsequent 
memorandum. 48 The Poles argued that the signing of the Polish- 
Soviet agreement had put them at a disadvantage in future nego¬ 
tiations over Poland's eastern frontier. The Atlantic Charter now raised 
doubts about Poland's future position in relation to Germany. They 
therefore wanted a declaration from the British government that the 
self-determination principle would not be applied rigidly, to the exclu¬ 
sion of economic and defence considerations. 49 This request was 
vehemently rejected by Frank Roberts of the Foreign Office with Eden 
agreeing that it was impossible for Britain to put a gloss on the recently 
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signed agreement. 50 Thus, while the establishment of closer British- 
Soviet relations diminished Poland's importance to Britain, increased 
British-American co-operation further reduced it. 

The Poles nevertheless hoped that this state of affairs would be 
reversed because, with the establishment of Polish-Soviet relations, 
the Polish military contribution to the war effort stood to be dramati¬ 
cally increased. On 14 August 1941 a Polish-Soviet Military Agreement 
was signed. This specified conditions for the creation of Polish armed 
forces in the Soviet Union. Units thus formed were to be part of the 
Polish army, under the authority of a Polish commander, but 
operationally they would come under Soviet control. 51 Polish naval 
and air force personnel in Russia were to be sent to join Polish units in 
the west. Furthermore Sikorski and the British military leadership in 
the Middle East hoped that Polish soldiers could be moved from the 
Soviet Union to replenish the Independent Brigade in the Middle East. 
When making plans for the creation of military units in the Soviet 
Union Sikorski thought of strengthening the exile government's nego¬ 
tiating position and of building up the future Polish army. He did not 
entertain the possibility that that very army and its officer corps would 
become his most bitter opponents and would assume an independent 
political role, negotiating directly with the Soviet government and 
British military leaders in the Middle East. 

From the moment of their formation it was impossible for Sikorski to 
impose his authority upon the military leadership of the Polish units in 
Russia for a number of reasons. There were communications difficul¬ 
ties. But more important was the nature of the army. It was made up of 
soldiers who had been trapped in the eastern areas by the advance of 
the Soviet army into Poland. All of them had experienced imprison¬ 
ment and incarceration during the past two years. It was difficult to 
persuade them of the need to reconcile themselves with the Soviet 
Union, and to abandon hopes of settling old and new grievances. A 
high proportion of the officer corps had been educated before the First 
World War in the Polish regions which had been under tsarist control. 
They therefore spoke fluent Russian and presumed themselves to 
have a unique insight into the 'Russian mentality'. A number of officers 
had even been in the tsarist army. General Wladyslaw Anders, 
Sikorski's appointee as Commander-in-Chief of Polish units in Russia, 
had been brought up in Russian Poland and spoke fluent Russian. The 
military's tradition of involvement in politics, established by Pil- 
sudski and fostered by his successors, made it impossible for these men 
to understand Sikorski's admonitions that they should keep out of 
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politics and concentrate on military issues. In their perception, these 
two issues were not separate, but interlocking. 

The above factors all contributed to make it impossible for Sikorski 
to enforce his decisions on the political issues which surfaced as the 
Polish units were organized in the Soviet Union. The tenuous nature 
of his authority over Polish officers in the Soviet Union was exposed in 
particular when he faced opposition within his own government, 
where the President remained his main enemy, and when British 
commanders in the Middle East made arrangements directly with 
Anders, in preference to agreeing matters with the Polish Com- 
mander-in-Chief in London. 

Sikorski was aware of the possibility of losing control over political 
and military developments within the Polish army in the Soviet Union. 
He tried to prevent this happening by appointing a trusted friend to 
the post of ambassador. That man was Stanislaw Kot. His main 
qualifications for the post were his support for Sikorski and his loyalty 
to him. He was not a diplomat and had no knowledge of Russian 
affairs. Unlike Anders he did not speak Russian. But, according to Kot 
himself, Sikorski believed that the officials in the Ministry for Foreign 
Affairs opposed the Polish-Soviet agreement and would sabotage it. In 
Moscow Sikorski wanted someone whom he could trust and not 
someone who would make and pursue his own policies. 52 Kot's role 
was confined to communicating to the Soviet authorities as instructed, 
and not making his own judgments. Indeed no specific instructions 
were given to the new ambassador because Sikorski wanted to retain 
absolute control over all communications and decisions concerning 
the government's relations with the Soviet Union. According to Kot, 
Sikorski believed that policies were made either in Washington or 
London and it was there that one had to be present and vigilant. 53 
Unfortunately for Sikorski, Kot proved very unpopular with the Poles 
in Russia who found a way of sidestepping him. He retaliated by 
immersing himself in intrigues, seeking to expose supporters of the 
previous government, thereby making himself thoroughly disliked. 
The Soviet leadership found him equally unpalatable and this only 
increased their inclination to deal directly with Anders, further lessen¬ 
ing Sikorski's influence. 54 

One of the most intractable dilemmas of Polish-Soviet relations at 
the time was whether the Poles, in forming military units in the Soviet 
Union, ever intended them to be used to support the Soviet fight 
against Germany. Sikorski appears to have been extremely circum¬ 
spect in his statements on the subject. Initially his attitude towards the 
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Soviet-German front and the Polish units being formed in the Soviet 
Union appears to have been in line with his previously stated views. 
He believed that the defeat of Germany and Italy would take place in 
the west and that Britain and the United States would have a decisive 
say in post-war settlements. Therefore he sought anxiously to have the 
Polish contribution to the war noted by those Allies. But unlike his 
opponents within the emigre circles, most notably the President and, in 
due course. General Anders, he believed that Poland should take part 
in fighting in the east. This is not to say that he necessarily wanted 
Polish soldiers to assist the Soviet army in resisting the German attack 
on Russia. He believed such resistance was of no direct concern to the 
Poles. What mattered was to stake a claim to a presence at the future 
armistice table. 

A fundamental assumption repeatedly made by most of the Poles in 
the west was that Soviet military action was not going to be either 
lasting or conclusive. Even Sikorski believed that the Soviet army 
would, at best, defend Soviet territories against Germany and that 
British and United States military successes would finally lead to the 
defeat of Germany. 55 Instructions issued to Stanislaw Kot on 28 
August show that in forming an army in the Soviet Union the possi¬ 
bility of a swift Soviet defeat was always held in mind. It was also 
feared that the Soviet authorities might renege on their arrangements 
with the Poles. Therefore the option of withdrawing the Polish army 
from Soviet territories would have to be held open. Were the Soviet 
Union to collapse, the Polish units leaving Russia would be used to 
create an army which would co-operate with the British army. 56 Persia, 
Palestine, Afghanistan and India were considered to be likely routes 
for the possible evacuation of units out of Russia. 

But Sikorski also believed in the need to establish a relationship with 
the Soviet leaders if only to maintain Poland's position within the 
circle of fighting Allies. Anders, by contrast, seems to have always 
doubted the need to take the Soviet Union into account as an ally. His 
aide-de-camp, Jerzy Klimkowski, stated that as early as 5-6 August 
1941 Anders was planning not to allow Polish troops to take part in the 
Soviet-German war but to hold them ready until, after the defeat of 
the Soviet Union, he could lead them out of Russia. 57 Cripps confirmed 
this view. After dinner with Anders in Moscow on 3 September 1941 
Cripps recorded in his diary the latter's conviction that the Soviet war 
effort would be over unless the Poles in the Soviet Union were armed. 
Anders' conceited conviction was that the Russians could not win the 
fight against the German forces unaided 58 This belief in the imminent 
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failure of the Soviet military effort seems to have been held by Anders 
steadfastly in the face of evidence to the contrary. In the course of an 
after-dinner speech in Palestine, when he met Kopanski in September 
1942, Anders reiterated his conviction in the ultimate defeat of the 
Soviet Union by Germany. 59 He had been deeply affected by his 
knowledge of the hardships experienced by Poles in the Soviet Union. 
As a result Anders remained unable to comprehend or heed Sikorski's 
more subtle approach to the Soviet ally. 

On 1 September 1941 Sikorski, in a letter to General Anders in Russia, 
outlined the main principles of future foreign policy of the 
government-in-exile. 60 In it he admitted that the German attack on the 
Soviet Union offered a good opportunity for the establishment of 
contacts with the Soviet leadership. He wrote, 'One has to agree to 
more than one tactical manoeuvre in international relations'. He 
believed that the Soviet Union would respect the spirit of the agree¬ 
ment but stressed that Poland must retain total independence of action 
and should not allow itself to be used by the big powers. According to 
Sikorski, if the Polish army then being formed in the Soviet Union 
were to realize its role it would have to be used as a whole, not as 
individual units, and only when it had completed its training. 

But of course the key issue was where the Polish army was to be 
used. Sikorski continued, 'As far as this point is concerned, I wish it 
[the Polish army] to be used, on the one hand, in the direction in which 
it will be able to play an independent role in the context of the whole 
war effort, but on the other hand, that it should co-operate as closely as 
possible with our British ally'. 61 Thus, already by September Sikorski 
had identified the area in which the Polish army formed in the Soviet 
Union was to make its future military contribution as the Caucasus 
and Iran, 'where, in addition to taking part in the direction of prime 
strategic importance, there will be an opportunity of extending a 
helping hand to our British Allies and at the same time of fighting side 
by side with the Russian Allies'. In conclusion Sikorski instructed 
Anders that he did not wish the Polish army to be used in the Soviet 
thrust west as it would 'be absorbed in the Russian front, would be 
broken up and would play a secondary role. These negative con¬ 
sequences would not be compensated for by an eventual earlier entry 
into Poland' 62 

In this letter Sikorski once more alluded to plans for the army to play 
a political role in Poland after hostilities ended. He warned against 
political disunity which he saw as having been the source of the earlier 
difficulties in France. 'The army being formed and commanded by 
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you', Sikorski wrote, 'must retain total moral health and must become 
a true and reliable instrument of the Polish government. It must be 
ideologically united. Because of this it should keep away from poli¬ 
tics'. 63 

From the outset Sikorski attempted to communicate to the British 
military and political leaders the message that the Polish army in the 
Soviet Union should be viewed not as a purely Polish matter but as an 
allied concern. The British occupation of Iran in August 1941 and talks 
conducted within British military circles on the desirability of defend¬ 
ing the Russian oilfields in southern Russia seemed to offer an oppor¬ 
tunity for a Polish initiative. This very point was therefore put to 
Churchill by Sikorski on 11 September. 64 Churchill was told that 
Anders had been instructed 'to gravitate southward with his forces': 
an oblique hint was thus made about the possible usefulness of Polish 
forces in defending the newly acquired routes between the Persian 
Gulf and the Caspian Sea, and between Russia and India. This point 
was reiterated four days later during a meeting Sikorski had with 
Roger Makins, Head of the Central Department of the Foreign Office. 65 
While expressing a very pessimistic view on Russia's fighting capacity 
Sikorski stressed that 'whatever happens in Russia, and particularly if 
things go badly, a well equipped and homogeneous Polish force will 
be able to play a role out of all proportion to its size'. 

Another reason why the Poles were seeking to make the Polish army 
in the Soviet Union an allied concern was to secure equipment and 
basic necessities. In spite of initial hopes that the Soviet side would 
honour the spirit of the Soviet-Polish agreement and facilitate the 
creation and equipment of as large a Polish force as possible, by 
September 1941 it was realized that Soviet supplies were meagre and 
that the Soviet authorities were restricting the flow of equipment to 
the Poles. Sikorski had believed that Anders would be able to call up at 
least 100,000 Poles. A military contribution of that magnitude would 
present a decisive argument in Poland's favour in any future political 
discussions. In September it was realized that the army could not be 
formed, trained or equipped without direct allied assistance. The 
quandary could be resolved if the Poles could persuade Britain and the 
United States that they needed these men. Failure to do so would 
leave the Polish army in Russia as a purely Polish-Soviet matter which 
would not offer the Poles the opportunity to assert themselves in 
inter-allied negotiations. Dependence on Soviet supplies would also 
allow the Soviet authorities to limit the size and potential for expan¬ 
sion of the Polish units for economic, military or even political reasons. 
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On 24 September Sikorski conveyed through Cripps a message to 
General Zygmunt Szyszko-Bohusz, Head of the Polish Military 
Mission in Russia. Szyszko-Bohusz was instructed to seek an oppor¬ 
tunity for the Poles to participate in the defence of the Caucasus 
oilfields. 66 But the proposal was not to be put to the Russians. Instead 
he was to ask the British representative in Russia to suggest the idea to 
the Russians. The aim of the message could not have been merely to 
signal the willingness of Polish troops in Russia to go into battle. 
Sikorski was anxious lest the request to move Polish units to the south 
be interpreted by the Russians as an attempt to avoid fighting 
Germany in the east. Soviet suspicions of Polish motives were easily 
aroused. The German thrust into Russia was now so serious that the 
Caucasus was not the only area requiring reinforcements. In any case 
the south was not an obvious zone of operation for the Poles who had 
been concentrated in the Kuibyshev and Saratov region. But, as 
Sikorski wrote, the participation of Polish troops in the defence of 
southern Russia would offer an opportunity to 'render a service to the 
Soviet Union and the Allies' 67 

In October 1941 the Soviet leadership faced one of the most serious 
threats since the German assault in June. In August, on Hitler's instruc¬ 
tions, the full weight of the German thrust in the Soviet Union was 
pushed not towards Moscow but north and south. 68 Once the block¬ 
ade of Leningrad had been achieved the German generals in Russia 
were anxious to secure defensive positions before the onset of bad 
weather and therefore welcomed Hitler's instructions on 5 September 
which once more directed the main thrust towards Moscow. 69 On 30 
September General Guderian's Panzer units attacked the Bryansk 
front south-west of Moscow and on 2 October the German army 
Group Centre fought for the Smolensk-Moscow highway. 70 By 14 
October German troops captured Kalinin ninety miles north of 
Moscow, threatening to encircle the capital and opening up defensive 
positions protecting central Russia. By mid-October the occupation of 
Moscow seemed inevitable. Nearly three million Soviet soldiers had 
been taken into captivity and the Soviet military initiative seemed to 
have ended. 71 

In southern Russia the military situation seemed just as perilous. 
The coal-mining district of Donbas and the town of Kharkov were 
captured by the German Sixth Army. Most of the Russian troops in the 
area were pushed down towards the Crimea and thus immobilized. By 
the end of October the route to Rostov and to the key area of the Don 
River seemed undefended 72 Control of the Don regions would have 
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meant easy access to the oil-producing region of the Caucasus and a 
possible link up with Iran. Were this to happen the Turkish govern¬ 
ment' s commitment to neutrality, already tested by British and Soviet 
occupation of Iran, 73 could have been undermined. The Turkish mili¬ 
tary leaders were assiduously courted by the Germans at the height of 
their military success in southern Russia. 74 

These military developments and the immediate diplomatic impli¬ 
cations of further German advances might explain why the Soviet 
leadership changed its attitude towards the Polish troops. The fear 
that these could, at a critical time, become a force similar to the Czech 
Legion during the Civil War of 1917-20 could not have been dis¬ 
counted. As a result the Soviet authorities tried to limit the size of the 
Polish army and to move the already formed units into battle. 

An attempt by the Russians to commit the Poles to joining the Soviet 
war effort was resolutely rejected by Anders in the autumn of 1941. 
This was justified mainly by pointing to the bad physical condition of 
the Polish soldiers. Sikorski concurred with this decision by reminding 
Anders forcefully of his absolute duty not to allow the units to be 
wasted. 75 However, while stressing the unpreparedness of the troops, 
Sikorski emphasized: 

The Polish Army in the Soviet Union has an enormous propaganda 
value for the Soviet Union in the whole world, but mainly in America. 
But if this army is to fulfil its propaganda value it must be used in 
battle as a whole. 

While there can be no doubt that Anders was sincerely concerned 
about the health of his soldiers, who had only recently suffered the 
worst privations of the Soviet labour and prisoner-of-war camps, his 
reluctance to place the Polish units at Soviet disposal was politically 
motivated. In the end he had never wanted these men to fight for the 
Soviet cause but for the allied one. His next task therefore was to 
persuade the British military leaders that the fate of the Polish soldiers 
in the Soviet Union should be of direct concern to them, for they 
represented an opportunity too good to miss to increase the numbers 
of soldiers under direct and indirect British command. 

From a purely manpower point of view, the British Chiefs of Staff 
needed little persuading that they could use the Poles. What proved 
more difficult for Sikorski was to explain how British use of Polish 
soldiers fitted into a global allied strategy. The signing of the Polish- 
Soviet military agreement, on which the creation of Polish military 
units in the Soviet Union was based, was a matter of some interest to 
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the British Chiefs of Staff. In addition to the need to consider whether 
the Soviet authorities would be able to equip these soldiers there was 
the added prospect of some Poles being brought out to join units in 
Britain and the Middle East. The British Chiefs of Staff addressed 
themselves to these questions within days of the Polish-Soviet poli¬ 
tical and military agreement being concluded. In the course of a 
meeting on 11 August the Chiefs of Staff discussed supplies for the 
Polish army in Russia. 76 It was taken for granted that equipment 
would have to be sent by the British since the Soviet authorities simply 
did not have adequate resources to fulfil their commitments to the 
Poles. At the same time the Chiefs of Staff discussed how Sikorski's 
policy of mobilizing Poles in Russia into an army would benefit the 
British war effort. Since supplies were to be delivered by British ships 
to the port of Archangel, it was decided that Polish military personnel 
destined to leave the Soviet Union would be transported on the return 
journey in order that on arrival in Britain they be incorporated into 
units being formed in Scotland or even those in the Middle East. The 
Chiefs of Staff felt that they would want Polish personnel in the 
following order of priority: (1) airmen, (2) sailors, (3) infantrymen. The 
matter was conveyed to the allied Forces Committee which discussed 
the issue on 15 August. 77 At this stage at least it was understood that 
the Poles were not intending to remove all the newly formed units 
from Russia and the Air Ministry was the only one which clearly 
wanted to see the evacuation of Polish airmen to Britain. Generally it 
was felt that the matter was outside the scope of British policy. A 
reference to the advantage of raising the Polish Brigade in the Middle 
East to a division by incorporating an additional 15,000 soldiers from 
Russia clearly changed the tone of discussion. There was also an 
oblique comment by the Chairman 'that he understood that for other 
reasons, the War Office thought it might be useful to have part of the 
Polish forces assembled in the Caucasus'. 78 At the end of the discussion 
a clear recommendation was made to suggest to the Polish authorities 
'that HMG would see some advantage in part of the Polish military 
forces being assembled in the Caucasus region with a view to their 
eventual transfer to the Middle East or for other purposes'. 

Polish forces in Russia were again discussed by the Chiefs of Staff at 
a meeting on 18 September 79 A War Office memorandum prepared in 
anticipation of the discussion made two unequivocal recommen¬ 
dations: 

1. From a military point of view the Poles are probably better soldiers 
than the Russians, and if it were politically possible, it would be 
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preferable for the equipment which we are sending to Russia to be 
used to arm Polish Divisions. 

2. If a decision is ultimately taken to provide equipment for some or all 
of the Poles, it is important that they should be concentrated in 
southern Russia ... Moreover, if Russia finally collapses, we may be 
able to get some of the Polish Divisions out through Persia or Iraq. 80 

Since no clear decision could be made, the whole matter was defer¬ 
red until discussions on material support for the Soviet Union were 
completed. The Chiefs of Staff returned to the subject on 2 October. 
They were aware of the substance of Sikorski's communications with 
Anders in the Soviet Union and therefore knew of the Poles' willing¬ 
ness to fall in with British requirements. 81 During the discussion 
General John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, presented a 
clear case for making use of the Poles. According to him they could be 
invaluable in the defence of the Caucasus oilfields and 'as a means of 
reinforcing our army in the Middle East without the cost of shipment'. 
He too repeated the suggestion that the Caucasus should be identified 
as an operational zone for the Polish troops because it offered the 
possibility of a swift departure from Russia, if the German campaign 
were successful there. 82 The Foreign Office was instructed to suggest 
to the British authorities in Moscow that they should support the 
Polish proposal for establishing bases in the Caucasus. 

A memorandum submitted by Sikorski was discussed by the Chiefs 
of Staff on 25 September. 83 Sikorski reiterated his view of the Poles in 
Russia as a pool from which men could be brought to reinforce the 
army in Britain and the Middle East. Since at this stage equipment was 
the main issue for discussion it was decided to leave the matter to be 
dealt with at the forthcoming supply talks in Moscow. It is interesting 
to note that, at the Chiefs of Staff meeting on 25 September, the 
removal of the Poles from central Russia to the Caucasus was discussed 
as if it had already been agreed that this would facilitate their equip¬ 
ment and at the same time enable the British to skim off some of the 
personnel to Polish units already fighting with the British. The evacu¬ 
ation of all Polish units from Russia was opposed by none of the 
military leaders. 

During this period differences between the respective plans of 
Sikorski and Anders came to the fore. Noting Anders' equipment 
requisitions, Sikorski wrote him a strongly worded note which was 
clearly aimed at bringing Anders into line. 84 Anders appeared to be 
thinking in terms of building up a big Polish army and seemed 
reluctant to evacuate certain categories of servicemen. According to his 
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aide-de-camp Klimkowski, the decision to move the Polish army to 
southern Russia had been made by Anders after consultation with the 
Head of the Polish Military Mission, Szyszko-Bohusz, on 14 September 
1941 85 Anders based himself on the conviction that the German offens¬ 
ive was likely to be successful within a very short period of time and 
concluded that this would necessitate a rapid expansion of the army as 
there was little time to lose. According to him the removal of the Polish 
army to the border with Iran or Afghanistan would therefore be useful 
because: 

1. In the event of the Russian front breaking down the Polish army will 
be able to cross to Persia and even in the final analysis through 
Afghanistan to India. 

2. [It would be] easier and quicker to obtain supplies of ammunition, 
which could arrive there from the British. 86 

Anders also planned to disperse ammunition which had already been 
given to the Poles throughout the units moving south in order to train 
all men and not only the small groups which had already been formed 
into military units. In addition he stated that it would be necessary for 
the Poles being moved to the south to have guns for personal safety 
(presumably, while still in Russia, against Soviet attacks!). Finally he 
was committed to preventing the Soviet High Command moving 
already trained and equipped units to the front. He proposed to use 
the excuse that they had not been given sufficient ammunition to put 
them into battle. 87 According to Klimkowski, in the middle of Septem¬ 
ber Anders decided to ignore orders from the exile government in 
London and to follow his own policy. Accordingly he deliberately 
bypassed Sikorski and entered into direct contacts with the British 
Military Mission in Russia. 88 There is no evidence that the British knew 
of Anders' aims at this stage and therefore they cannot be said to have 
encouraged him. 

Sikorski objected to both of Anders' aims. He still spoke of Archangel 
being the main port through which supplies would be coming in. 
Differences between the two were potentially very serious. Sikorski 
was not sure why Anders appeared to be thinking of building up a big 
army in Russia. Anders did not inform London of his plans to evacuate 
the whole army out of Russia. Therefore his refusal to release men for 
evacuation to the Middle East and Britain was incomprehensible. 
Sikorski was also anxious about the implications of having in the 
Soviet Union a large and politically united army whose leadership 
could easily challenge his primacy in Polish politics. The Polish Prime 
Minister wanted the army in the Soviet Union to be a conduit for men 
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being moved to the British zone of military operation, while retaining 
a presence in the Soviet Union. Therefore he put greater stress on 
Poland's military co-operation with the western Allies and not with 
the Soviet Union, which he considered politically less significant. He 
considered the evacuation of 10,000 servicemen to the Middle East to 
be much more important to the Polish cause than forming a big army 
in Russia. 89 

The main difference between the two leaders was over whether the 
Soviet Union should be regarded as of any significance at all in the 
war. As far as Anders was concerned there was no point tying any 
political and military hopes to the Soviet war effort. He wanted to 
gather his men and go to the front where the real fighting was taking 
place, namely with the British in the Middle East. Had Sikorski known 
of these ideas at the time, he would have been horrified, as he was 
when Anders succeeded in pulling the Polish divisions out of Soviet 
Russia in 1942. Sikorski believed in using the Polish units as part of a 
joint Polish-Soviet-British military effort. As far as he was concerned 
only such co-operation guaranteed maximum political recognition. 

Sikorski's apprehensions about Anders were increased by develop¬ 
ments in the Middle East. On 3 October General Kopariski's Brigade 
relieved the two Australian brigades in Tobruk. 90 This was an oppor¬ 
tunity for which the Poles had been waiting. They were given the task 
of defending an independent section in Tobruk, a highly visible contri¬ 
bution to the allied cause. This was also the first opportunity since the 
Norwegian campaign for Polish units to go into battle. Kopariski noted 
with satisfaction that they would be fighting against not only Italian 
but also German troops. He and Sikorski were anxious that this chance 
to show a high profile in the British war effort should not be lost or 
diminished because of casualties. 91 There was an immediate need to 
organize reinforcements from the Soviet Union. Anders' unwilling¬ 
ness to settle for a symbolic army in Russia appeared to confuse 
military plans. More importantly it could jeopardize the political 
advantages of an alliance with the Soviet Union. 

At the beginning of October Lord Beaverbrook went to Moscow to 
discuss the question of supplies to the Soviet Union. To the Poles the 
results of the mission were an unmitigated disaster which only 
increased British dissociation from the Polish cause. Unfortunately it 
also came to symbolize everything that was wrong in British relations 
with the Soviet Union and Polish dependence on the two Allies. The 
key weakness of Poland's position in British policy was succinctly 
exposed. The proposal that Britain and the United States would 
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support the Soviet war effort had been agreed by Roosevelt and 
Churchill before the German attack on Russia and in advance of Soviet 
adherence to any agreement. 92 The initial objective had been to use 
supplies as leverage for political and military agreements. Cripps 
believed that supplies should be offered on the condition that the 
Soviet Union was seen to be acting as a partner. 93 Beaverbrook did not 
see himself as pursuing that aim. He was unequivocally in support of 
British assistance to the Soviet Union and felt that haggling over 
details and reciprocal commitments would only increase Soviet sus¬ 
picions 94 He therefore refused to link the issue of British supplies to 
the Soviet Union with the fate of the Poles there. He also did not insist 
that a certain quantity of supplies be reserved for the Poles. The 
Beaverbrook mission therefore did not strengthen the Poles' negotiat¬ 
ing position and left their plans for the creation, equipping and 
supplying of the Polish units dependent on Soviet plans. 

Beaverbrook's attitude also made it difficult for the Chiefs of Staff to 
pursue their aim of getting the Polish units to the Caucasus without 
having to depend on Soviet goodwill. Unfortunately for the Poles, the 
Americans were prepared to go to any lengths to aid the Soviet Union. 
Averell Harriman, the chairman of the American delegation which 
went to Moscow with Beaverbrook, believed that the President 
wanted at all costs the Russians to continue fighting the Germans. 
Since the defeat of Nazi Germany was Roosevelt's stated objective, the 
Soviet war effort was viewed by him as contributing to the achieve¬ 
ment of American aims 95 This view was supported by his most 
influential political and military advisers. 96 

Anders in the Soviet Union and Sikorski in London were equally 
disappointed by the failure of Beaverbrook and Harriman to take up 
their case with the Soviet leadership. The biggest blow to their hopes 
was the failure to earmark supplies for the Poles. Had this been done, it 
would have freed them from the constraints imposed by Soviet sup¬ 
plies and military priorities and given them an independent position 
in Russia. But Beaverbrook, who during his visit to the Soviet Union 
insulted and slighted everyone except Stalin, had made a deliberate 
decision on this point. In any case prior to his departure for Moscow 
Churchill had given him total freedom to negotiate with the Russians. 
The aim of the mission was to encourage Russian resistance and not to 
resolve disputes. 97 Not surprisingly Beaverbrook did not seek to argue 
the Polish case. 

In October 1941 Beaverbrook became the chairman of the newly 
established allied Supplies Executive which henceforth would decide 
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all matters relating to aid to the Soviet Union. This reduced the Foreign 
Office's and more importantly Cripps' influence on issues of supplies 
to the new ally. 98 It also meant that henceforth, in talks with Soviet 
politicians, it would be wellnigh impossible to link the question of aid 
to demands for political concessions. 

Beaverbrook subsequently admitted that, 'It would be right to say 
that I refused to be caught up in the Polish negotiations at any time'. 99 
In 1944, when public opinion was swinging against the Soviet Union 
and in favour of the 'gallant Poles', Beaverbrook tried to justify his 
position retrospectively by giving reasons for his neglect of the Polish 
case in 1941. Apart from the insalubrity of the pre-war Polish govern¬ 
ment and the activities of the Poles in Britain, Beaverbrook wrote, 
'whatever the cause of the tragedy, the friendship of Russia is far more 
important to us than the future of Anglo-Polish relations'. 100 That was 
clearly the actual reason why in the autumn of 1941 Britain appeared 
to be neglecting her Polish ally. 

The question of supplies for the Soviet Union, the use of Polish 
servicemen in the Middle East and the need to plan for the possibility 
of German victory on the Eastern front, were all related problems. 
They were additionally linked with the British occupation of Iran. So 
far there exists no entirely satisfactory explanation for the British 
decision to occupy that country in September 1941. The need to defend 
oil supplies on the one hand, and the desire to assure safe access to 
Russia for the purpose of supplying her with military aid on the other, 
have traditionally been offered as explanations. 101 Churchill's biogra¬ 
pher suggests that British action in Iran was aimed at preventing a 
pro-Nazi regime from establishing itself there. 102 Gorodetsky puts 
forward an alternative theory. He believes that what started as a not 
clearly thought out need to defend oil supplies in July 1941 became, in 
September 1941, a vague desire to create a buffer zone between the 
area likely to be occupied by Germany and the British sphere of 
interest in the Middle East. 103 He emphatically rejects the suggestion 
that the move had been intended to cement British-Soviet relations by 
establishing direct areas of co-operation. 

Within British political and military circles discussions about aid to 
the Soviet Union had been primarily about material and equipment. 
But on 19 September Churchill sought the approval of the Chiefs of 
Staff for sending two divisions to the Middle East. He considered it 
likely that they would take part in the defence of the Caucasus. 104 
German successes at the beginning of October meant that the Cauca¬ 
sus ceased being a purely Soviet military dilemma. Churchill realized 
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that a breakthrough could bring German troops closer to Britain's 
position in the Middle East. 105 He therefore saw the Soviet defence of 
the region as a matter of direct concern to the British. The Chiefs of 
Staff were not inclined to take the same view and on the whole seemed 
to favour limited involvement in the Caucasus. 106 When the Cabinet 
approved sending troops to the Caucasus this was made conditional 
on the availability of these troops. Nevertheless operation 'Crusader', 
the forthcoming offensive in the Western Desert of North Africa, took 
precedence over aid to the Soviet war effort. 107 During October 
Churchill urged his Chiefs of Staff, notably the Commander-in-Chief 
in India, Wavell, and the Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, 
Auchinleck, to consider the matter. Auchinleck's postponement of 
'Crusader' meant that operation 'Velvet', the code name given for aid 
to the Soviet Union, was also put off for the time being. In reality 
neither of the Chiefs of Staff nor Air Chief Marshal Tedder, Air Officer 
Commanding-in-Chief, Middle East, fearing the arrival of the German 
air force in the Middle East, favoured anything but minor operations to 
aid the Soviet ally. 108 

It is in this context that one can understand Churchill's suggestion to 
Sikorski that Polish units should replace Soviet ones in Iran, a proposal 
which did not come as a surprise to the Poles. On 24 October Churchill 
put to Sikorski a proposal couched as an intricate deal as a result of 
which Poland would support Britain in her dealings with the Soviet 
Union and in return Britain would defend Polish interests. Churchill's 
reasoning was complex. His objectives were clearly not those which he 
put to Sikorski. Churchill wanted the Soviet troops presently stationed 
in Iran to leave and return to the Soviet Union. 109 He appears to have 
decided to use the Poles as both an instrument of British policy and a 
smoke screen. Churchill proposed 

to General Sikorski to put in his conversations with Stalin and 
Molotov a firm request to the effect of transferring the Polish troops 
to the South, and to offer at that price to intercede with the British 
Government and support the Soviet request regarding the taking 
over of a sector of the Soviet front against the Germans by Britain. 110 

Churchill suggested that the withdrawal of Soviet troops from Iran 
would free the British troops occupied in preventing the Soviet troops 
from causing unrest. This in turn would free the overloaded rail links 
in that region for supplies to Russia. Stalin was to be told that he would 
thus be able to employ these troops more usefully in the defence of the 
Caucasus. Churchill offered a bait to the Polish Prime Minister. He 
admitted that 'the most appropriate thing from the British point of 
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view would be to transfer these troops to Persia'. If the Russians 
opposed the transfer of Polish troops there, Churchill assured Sikorski 
that Britain would still supply the Poles, and in any case their moving 
to Astrakhan on the northern coast of the Caspian Sea would be in the 
long term a good idea. 111 

Nothing was quite as it appeared. The Poles had no political lever¬ 
age in Moscow and the suggestion that they should put forward the 
British proposals there was most probably made because Churchill did 
not want to be seen by the Russians as mediating between them and 
the Poles to the strategic advantage of the British. The manpower issue 
was crucial. Churchill and the Middle East Command in particular 
needed Polish soldiers both in North Africa but also in Iran. The Poles 
were unlikely to want to stay in Russia, whereas the decision to 
include Soviet troops in the Iranian operation could have had long¬ 
term repercussions for British policies in that region. 

The Poles in the Soviet Union were willing and were increasingly 
likely to end up fighting under British command. Britain had only 
recently been accused of fighting in the Middle East with Dominion 
troops. 112 On 16 September the Australians had decided to pull their 
units out of Tobruk. In the short term this raised serious doubts about 
the feasibility of launching the 'Crusader' operation in North Africa in 
November. In the long term it suggested that the Australians might 
dissociate themselves from the British war effort. Either way the event 
highlighted acute manpower shortages. 113 

The Poles were not fooled by Churchill's presentation of his request. 
British problems in Iran had been aired in the press and noted by the 
Polish Ministry for Foreign Affairs. A Polish military memorandum 
dealing with the army in Russia, written on 24 October, summarized 
the options available. It assumed that the Soviet government would 
insist on the creation of a small Polish army in Russia and therefore 
concluded that its evacuation was desirable. Britain was said to appre¬ 
ciate having the opportunity of using Polish soldiers both to continue 
the expansion of units in Scotland but also because they needed 
soldiers in the Near and Middle East. 114 General Wavell, it was 
believed, would soon need troops in Iran and possibly also in the near 
future in the Caucasus. 

A similar memorandum prepared by the Polish government 
(undated, but clearly relating to problems which faced the Allies in 
October) dealt with the opportunities open to units which could be 
evacuated from Russia. 115 The author, basing himself on information 
gleaned from the British press, speculated on the possibility of Soviet 
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troops being withdrawn from Iran to the Caucasus. The conclusion 
was that the vacuum thus created would be embarrassing to the British 
and would threaten them with loss of face. Thus the Poles could offer 
to step in and replace Soviet troops with their own soldiers. Soviet 
apprehensions about the concentration of excessive numbers of Polish 
soldiers east of the Volga could be soothed by suggesting that while 
one division go to Iran, another could remain in southern Russia. 116 

There can be little doubt that Churchill and Sikorski, for different 
reasons, felt that the evacuation of already trained Polish units out of 
Russia would be desirable. In October it was still felt that the mass 
transfer south of the army would serve two purposes: evacuation of 
already formed units to join General Wavell's command; and basing 
subsequently assembled units next to the Iranian border where they 
would be more easily supplied. 

By November, the War Office, the Foreign Office and Churchill had 
all come to appreciate the need to clarify their thinking on supplies to 
the Soviet Union. Already in his conversations with Sikorski, Churchill 
had hinted heavily at his own willingness to offer the Soviet Union 
supplies. Now he became aware of the leverage which these assur¬ 
ances could give him in political talks with Stalin. The need to obtain 
Russian approval for the Polish move south was once more linked 
with the issue of supplies to the Soviet Union. This was broached by 
Harriman in a communication to Stalin on 11 November 117 and was 
one of the main issues discussed by Kot during a meeting with Stalin 
on 14 November. 118 The result was that Stalin accepted the Polish 
proposal for the creation of an army in excess of the existing limit of 
30,000 men. He understood that supplying and equipping those 
troops became the responsibility of the British and the United States. 
At the same meeting Kot referred to the matter of the missing officers, 
which had apparently cast increasing doubts upon Soviet goodwill. 

In principle the discussions that took place in the British military 
committees were intended to deal with evacuating the men necessary 
to build up Polish forces in the Middle East and Scotland and re¬ 
equipping the Poles in Russia, who would go to Iran temporarily and 
who were then supposed to return to Russia. In reality confusion 
seemed to have prevailed. The need to have the Polish soldiers in Iran 
in order to equip them and return them to the Soviet Union was 
referred to at the same time as calls were uttered for saving them from 
being wasted in Russia. On 10 November the Chiefs of Staff formally 
committed themselves to assisting the Poles by bringing them out to 
Iran and India. 119 Whereas the Chiefs of Staff officially referred to the 
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need to re-equip and reorganize the Polish units, a few days later 
General Sir John Dill, the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, went 
further. Writing to Cadogan on 19 November to urge that the Foreign 
Office should assist in the process of removing the Poles from Russia, 
Dill started a paragraph of his letter: 

I should like to stress again the importance which I attach, for military 
reasons, to the evacuation of as many Poles as possible. We want 
10,000 in this country and 2,000 in the Middle East to bring up to 
strength the Polish forces now in existence. The remainder -1 believe 
that something like 150,000 are involved - would be a great contri¬ 
bution of good fighting men to our cause. 120 

Another paragraph of the same letter concluded: 'If they stay in 
Russia, not only will they never be equipped, but it seems likely that a 
large number may well starve to death/ At this stage the evacuation of 
the whole Polish army out of Russia was not the object of British 
endeavours. Nevertheless this removal became one of the unspoken 
assumptions of the British political and military leadership. 

Further doubts about the likelihood of the Poles returning to Russia 
after recuperating and being equipped in Iran were raised by a frank 
admission by the War Office that neither Iran nor Iraq were appro¬ 
priate places for training camps to be established. For this purpose 
India, Afghanistan or East Africa were considered better desti¬ 
nations. 121 Unless camps were opened in those areas, Poles coming out 
of Russia to Iran would be drafted directly into the British war effort in 
that region, where there was an acute shortage of military manpower. 

On 31 October Sikorski, accompanied by Cazalet, left Britain to visit 
the Soviet Union. His trip was to take him to Egypt, Tobruk and a 
number of Polish camps in the Soviet Union. He returned to Britain in 
January 1942. The obvious purpose of Sikorski's visit to the Soviet 
Union was to ease difficulties which had arisen in Polish-Soviet rela¬ 
tions. Of equal importance was the need to re-establish control over 
the Polish units in Russia, to remind Anders that he should follow 
instructions from London, and finally to consolidate his relations with 
British military leaders in the Middle East. This trip was also an 
attempt to establish direct contact with his soldiers and to stifle criti¬ 
cism of his policies. 122 Ending internal strife among the Polish emigres 
was as important a goal as the need to gain allied approval and 
support. 

The most important event of Sikorski's visit to the Soviet Union was 
his meeting with Stalin. This took place on 3 December. In spite of the 
friendly spirit in which the talks were conducted, the only subject on 
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which the two leaders seemed to agree was an alleged lack of martial 
spirit among the Jews. Sikorski tried and failed to obtain Stalin's 
agreement to a withdrawal of Polish units to Iran for re-equipping. 
Stalin rejected personal assurances that the units would return to the 
Soviet Union and left Sikorski in no doubt that he believed the British 
were using the Poles to fight their battles. He sneered at Sikorski's 
insistence that the Poles were not subservient to the British and 
suggested that they were likely to end up fighting in Iran, Turkey and 
even Japan. 123 To recover his position Sikorski was forced to abandon 
the request for the temporary removal of the Poles from Russia and 
accept Stalin's assurance that all restrictions on recruitment to Polish 
units would be lifted and that they could be moved to southern 
Russia. 124 The final understanding was that Britain and the United 
States would supply equipment while food would be provided by the 
Russians. In his irritation Stalin made a comment to Sikorski which, in 
retrospect, was prophetic. Telling him that the Poles could take out all 
their troops, Stalin said: 'But we shall manage without you. We can 
hand over the lot. We'll shift for ourselves. We shall conquer Poland 
and then we'll give it to you.' 125 

Sikorski believed that his visit had been a success. He thought that 
the Poles had impressed Stalin. In a letter addressed to Raczkiewicz, 
written while still in the Soviet Union, Sikorski stated that it was 
essential to change earlier plans and not press for the evacuation of the 
two or three Polish divisions already assembled. He had noted Stalin's 
distrust of the British and concluded that the only way of removing 
the impression that he was no more than Churchill's puppet was to 
restate the Polish commitment to fighting in Russia. 126 Too visible 
collaboration with Britain would, according to Sikorski, be an obstacle 
to constructive Polish-Soviet relations. 

During his stay in Cairo on the journey back to Britain, Sikorski 
confided to Sokolnicki, who had been summoned from Turkey, that he 
believed Poland's position in relation to the Soviet Union was strong. 
According to Sikorski this had been demonstrated by the Soviet 
authorities' agreement to create a large Polish army, as opposed to the 
previous agreement for the formation of two or three units only. 127 He 
did not propose to return the loan of 100 million roubles made by the 
Soviet government to the Polish government because he believed that 
it would be set against the reparations which Poland would receive 
from the Soviet Union after the war. Evidently Sikorski still believed 
that the war would strengthen Poland and weaken the Soviet Union. 

Neither Cripps nor Cazalet, who travelled with Sikorski to Russia, 
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were present at the talks between the Soviet leaders and the Poles. 
More importantly, Churchill tried to prevent Cazalet from joining 
Sikorski. When, at his own insistence, he was allowed to accompany 
Sikorski no instructions were given to him. Either no importance was 
attached to the meeting, or there was a deliberate attempt to distance 
Britain from Polish difficulties. Both explanations seem plausible. 
Cazalet was told by Eden that the visit was a 'military affair' and 
therefore presumably political guidelines were unnecessary. 128 

Sikorski's attempts to limit Anders' independence were not entirely 
successful. He himself was aware that if his plans were successful 
Anders was likely to end up commanding an army in the east numer¬ 
ically stronger than that being formed in the west. But for the present 
Sikorski confined his comments to restating the need to co-operate 
with the Soviet authorities. 129 Anders' aide-de-camp believed that his 
commander was satisfied with the outcome of the Sikorski-Stalin talks 
since the decision to move the Polish training camps south brought 
him closer to his ultimate objective of marching them out of the Soviet 
Union. 130 

While in the Middle East Sikorski visited the Polish Brigade in 
Tobruk and unnecessarily insulted Kopanski by suggesting that he 
had not shown vigilance against Pilsudski loyalists. 131 The accusation 
was totally unfounded since Kopanski, unlike Anders, distanced 
himself from political intrigues. In any case he and his soldiers had 
been directly involved in the defence of Tobruk and had had few 
opportunities for salon intrigues. On 10 December the siege of Tobruk 
was lifted and the Polish Brigade distinguished itself in the subsequent 
battles around Gazala. With Stalin's agreement to the removal of 
30,000 soldiers from Russia to join units in the Middle East and 
Scotland, Sikorski was able to plan for an increased Polish contribution 
to the African campaign. The Independent Carpathian Brigade was to 
be expanded into a division and to continue fighting with the British 
Imperial Forces. After his Russian visit and these developments in the 
Middle East Sikorski's optimism appeared to be at its height. He was 
able to return to the subject of a Balkan front. On the assumption that 
Germany was likely to attack Turkey in the near future, Sokolnicki was 
again asked about the possibility of a Polish contribution to a Turkish- 
German war. 132 He was assured by the Ambassador that the pre¬ 
conditions for such co-operation did exist within Turkey. 133 

At the end of 1941 Sikorski's policies appeared to have resulted in 
Poland being placed in an extremely advantageous position. Poland's 
military contribution stood to be dramatically increased. While long- 
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term Soviet objectives remained a source of anxiety, this was balanced 
by the apparently good relations between the Poles and the Russians. 
This sanguine view was belied even at this early stage of the war by the 
obvious lack of any political commitments to the Poles. The direct 
Polish contribution was to escalate but the basis for asserting and 
exercising political influence within the allied ranks had not been 
established. The opportunity for direct involvement in the liberation of 
Poland remained as hazy, if not more so, as before. 

Foreign Office records contain evidence of an incident which throws 
an interesting light on this problem. At the beginning of December 
1941 the War Office submitted to the Foreign Office a draft message for 
the Military Mission in Moscow concerning the substance of the 
Sikorski-Stalin arrangements for feeding and equipping the Polish 
army in Russia that was now to be expanded. 134 An unknown War 
Office civil servant mechanically restated the War Office's understand¬ 
ing of the new obligations. He minuted, 'all tonnage for Poles will 
necessarily be at direct expense of supplies for Russia and Sikorski will 
doubtless make this clear to Stalin'. Churchill noted the last point and 
furiously demanded to know who was the author of the letter. He 
minuted, 'We want the Poles armed as soon as possible. Why then 
should we tell the Russians that it will be at their expense?' 135 If 
nothing else, this exchange reveals the extent of the confusion prevail¬ 
ing on the subject of the Poles. No one in the Foreign Office was 
entirely clear whether to view Polish plans as directly relevant to the 
British war effort and therefore vital to British military plans. A con¬ 
stant anxiety also prevailed lest involvement with the Poles affect 
British relations with the Soviet Union. But this only raised the key 
question of what precisely was Britain's policy towards the Soviet 
Union. 




5 1942, year of disappointments 


On 26 May 1942 Britain and the Soviet Union signed a treaty. Though 
general in character, it was preceded by talks during which Britain to 
all purposes accepted the Soviet frontier adjustments that took place 
between September 1939 and June 1941. This meant that the incorpor¬ 
ation of the Baltic states, Bessarabia and Bukovina, into Soviet territory 
was accepted as one of the war aims. The Polish frontier adjustments 
were included in these talks. Although their acceptance by Britain was 
not acknowledged, both Stalin and British politicians knew that, in the 
event of Poland being liberated by Soviet troops, Britain would not be 
able to reverse these earlier changes. British unwillingness to accept 
the frontier rectifications of September 1939 was the ostensible reason 
why both sides abandoned the text of the more detailed agreement 
discussed during the winter and spring of 1942. But the Soviet negotia¬ 
tors were left in no doubt that the Curzon Line would not be opposed 
by the British. 1 

The thorny question of war aims and post-war territorial settlements 
had been introduced into British-Soviet talks by Stalin's letter to 
Churchill of 8 November 1941. 2 In it the Soviet leader suggested that 
political talks had to precede any detailed agreements concerning joint 
strategy. Eden was forced to address himself to the issue in the full 
awareness that a failure to deal seriously with the Soviet request 
would heighten Soviet suspicions about British-American war objec¬ 
tives. 3 He argued that the Soviet Union feared that the two Allies 
would ignore Soviet interests. Eden's initial idea was to reassure the 
Soviet leadership that the Atlantic Charter created a sufficient basis for 
post-war territorial changes, and that once the war was finished they 
would be offered aid for reconstruction and economic recovery. 4 But 
Eden failed to divert Stalin from the topic of war aims. These became 
the main subject of discussions during Eden's visit to Moscow in 
December 1941. The British delegation found itself in a particularly 
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difficult situation precisely because the aim of Eden's visit had been 
merely to reassure the Russians at a time when the British were finding 
it difficult to deliver promised supplies to the Soviet Union. In spite of 
their best intentions to deliver munitions and equipment to the Red 
Army, the Arctic Route was proving very wasteful and the Persian one 
was still very limited. 5 In these circumstances a refusal to discuss war 
aims would have been plainly imprudent. 

Once in Moscow Eden found that the pace of debate was dictated by 
Stalin who was not impressed by the British Foreign Secretary's will¬ 
ingness to sign an agreement which referred only vaguely to military 
co-operation and principles laid down in the Atlantic Charter. He 
demanded that Britain accept the incorporation of the Baltic states into 
the Soviet Union. Furthermore Stalin insisted that Britain acknowl¬ 
edge the principle of the Soviet occupation of Bessarabia and Buko- 
vina. In the case of Poland, Stalin made clear that he considered the 
Curzon Line, with a few adjustments, to be the only acceptable Soviet 
western frontier. 6 On hearing of these demands the War Cabinet 
implied that it could not accept the principle of Soviet territorial 
demands but acknowledged that at some time in the future it might be 
necessary to concede them. Clearly the next battle was going to be no 
longer over the principle of territorial adjustments, but over their 
details. 7 

When Eden returned from his trip to Moscow he championed Soviet 
demands. He was seriously perturbed by the possibility of events 
overtaking Britain. In particular he came to believe that the Soviet 
Union would emerge out of the war not weakened, but with enhanced 
prestige and militarily strong. In these circumstances it would be able 
to pursue policies independently of its wartime allies. He therefore 
concluded that the foundations for successful post-war co-operation 
should be built at a time of shared strife. Only then could Britain's 
prestige be established in Soviet eyes. 8 

In a memorandum entitled 'Policy Towards Russia', dated 28 
January 1942, Eden discussed the complex issues. 9 As he pointed out, 
on the one hand there was the need to retain Soviet goodwill. On the 
other, he recognized the importance of retaining American help then 
and in the future. Eden was unwilling to deny that Britain was 
dependent on American aid. American policy on the subject of war 
aims was limited to the vague statements incorporated in the recently 
signed Atlantic Charter. Soviet demands and expectations were 
pulling Britain in the other direction, towards clear commitments in 
advance of a victory against Germany. Clearly compromises would 
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have to be made somewhere. Eden was clear about a number of 
dilemmas. One was that Britain was not really opposed to conceding 
Soviet demands for territorial revision. Making outright concessions to 
the Soviet leadership was nevertheless considered an unwise move. 
Eden felt that a process of bargaining should be seen to be taking place. 
He thus wrote: 

It would not do to make this or, indeed, any concession to M. Stalin 
without requiring a suitable quid pro quo. He would, in his oriental 
mind, interpret such an omission as a sign of weakness. Besides, by 
insisting on our concessions being part of a bargain, we establish the 
rule that concessions must be mutual, and this will make it more 
difficult for the Soviet Government to press us subsequently to agree 
to yet further concessions, i.e., to push us on to the 'slippery slope '. 10 

Eden may have had some difficulty in finding suitable points which 
could be put to Stalin as viable bargaining issues. His counterproposals 
were rather general suggestions that the Soviet Union accept the 
establishment of British naval bases in Western Europe and subscribe 
to principles of no aggrandizement and support for confederations of 
smaller states. 11 Since none of these points were likely to elicit Soviet 
opposition, the hollowness of British bargaining with the Soviet Union 
could be easily exposed. Eden's own realistic assessment of Britain's 
influence over the position of the Soviet Union in Europe after the war 
was contained in a sentence: 'Our acquiescence or refusal cannot affect 
Russia's post-war frontiers one way or the other: if she is in occupation 
of the territory involved at the end of the war, neither we nor America 
will turn her out'. 12 

The Foreign Office too had a good idea of the problems which lay in 
store for British politicians once detailed negotiations on war aims 
were started with the Soviet Union. Its own analysis of diplomatic 
initiatives by a number of exile governments in Britain suggested that 
they would strongly oppose any pro-Soviet policy and were likely to 
form anti-Soviet alliances among themselves. 13 Nevertheless within 
the Foreign Office opinions were divided on the likely response to 
such a policy, and the relative importance of the response, by small 
Allies, the neutrals and not least of all the United States of America. 
There was fear and apprehension lest British actions and indecision 
alienate the Soviet leadership. 14 

Churchill strongly opposed Eden's suggestion that Britain should 
accept the Soviet demands. He adamantly stuck to the principle that 
territorial settlements should be agreed at a peace conference at the 
end of the war, and not earlier. The impasse was uneasily resolved by a 
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joint decision to inform the American government of the substance of 
British-Soviet relations. 15 By then the question of whether to enter into 
closer agreements with the Soviet Union and whether to assist it more 
extensively had gone beyond the narrow confines of the government 
offices and had become a public issue. 

The call for a second front in Europe to relieve the Soviet Union had 
been taken up by newspapers, trade unions and prominent indi¬ 
viduals. In February 1942 the campaign became a particularly voci¬ 
ferous one in which support for the Soviet war effort became a rallying 
call for a variety of groups. 16 In the spring of 1942 Beaverbrook, who 
resigned from the Cabinet in February over the issue of aid to the 
Soviet Union, became a prominent figure in the campaign. 17 The result 
was that Churchill appeared to weaken in his resolve to oppose the 
conclusion of an agreement with the Soviet Union on the latter's 
terms. Public pressure and strong support for the idea from within the 
Foreign Office added to deep anxiety about the course of fighting in 
the Far East, where on 15 February Singapore surrendered. All this 
combined to make Churchill willing to reconsider the importance of 
the Soviet ally. 18 

By April 1942 the arguments for accepting the Soviet proposal for 
defining post-war boundaries became clearer. At the centre of all 
considerations lay the simple question of how much Britain needed 
the Soviet Union. In the spring the apparent answer to that question 
was simply that Britain needed the Soviet Union very much in order to 
continue fighting Nazi Germany and in order to be able to proceed 
with planning for the defeat of Japan. 19 From mid-April negotiations 
with the Soviet Union proceeded on the assumption that the incorpor¬ 
ation of the Baltic states was a foregone conclusion. 

On 20 April Molotov, the Soviet Minister for Foreign Affairs, arrived 
in London to conclude the talks for an agreement. The proposals 
which he brought with him exceeded even those to which the British 
had already expressed tacit agreement. Molotov now demanded a 
secret protocol specifying Soviet acquisitions. In addition Britain was 
effectively to dissociate herself from the course of Polish-Soviet 
exchanges. 20 The latter point proved a stumbling block. The British 
side was not prepared to dissociate itself from Poland. Molotov inter¬ 
preted this as Britain taking Poland's side in the future conflict over 
the Soviet-Polish border. It has been suggested that Eden seized on 
this as an excuse to avoid an agreement which had in the meantime 
been aired publicly and as a result had caused deep offence to the 
smaller allied governments and threatened to create divisions within 
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the government. He therefore suggested that the text of the agree¬ 
ment, which had been debated by the British and Soviet governments 
since January, be replaced by a simple treaty of mutual assistance 
without reference to war aims. 21 This was the treaty which was signed 
by both sides on 26 May 1942. 

By that time the damage had been done. The course and substance 
of British-Soviet negotiations exposed the limits of American-British 
co-operation at the very time when it appeared that they were united 
in purpose. The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor on 7 December and 
the resulting Japanese, German and Italian declarations of war against 
the United States and Britain ended a period during which the 
American administration had been pursuing different policies, reflec¬ 
ting the American government's ambivalent attitude towards the war. 
Bringing the United States now officially in as a wartime partner was a 
very welcome change for British politicians and military leaders. 
Nevertheless there were some disadvantages. The role of the Soviet 
Union in the war became a matter of direct concern to the Americans. 
The Soviet Union was an ally in the war against Germany but, more 
importantly, was also a prospective ally against Japan, even if in 1942 
there was no likelihood of military action being taken by Soviet forces 
in Asia. 22 As a result American initiatives in relation to the Soviet 
Union became more overt and, therefore, pressure increased on 
Britain to fall in line with currently perceived United States priorities. 
This in turn affected British-American relations. 

The first major disagreements between Britain and the United States 
emerged in December 1941 during Eden's visit to the Soviet Union. 
American State Department officials feared that he was unduly willing 
to accept Soviet demands for recognition of the June 1941 frontiers. 
Secretary of State Cordell Hull, supported by Roosevelt, strongly 
advised Eden against making any territorial commitments. 23 At the 
same time a policy of dissociation from British diplomacy towards the 
Soviet Union took shape. Hull firmly believed that when the time 
came to negotiate the peace treaty he would be able to drive a hard 
bargain. Prior commitments to any ally would therefore be impru¬ 
dent. 24 

Throughout February 1942 America put pressure on Britain to 
prevent concessions being made to the Soviet Union. The State 
Department also disapproved of a British counterproposal to the 
Soviet Union, whereby the Soviet Union would commit itself not to 
interfere in territorial matters in Central Europe and the Balkan states 
in return for naval bases and a tacit acceptance of the inclusion of the 
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Baltic states, some Finnish territory, Bessarabia and Bukovina in the 
Soviet Union. 25 The ultimate threat used by Under-Secretary of State 
Sumner Welles was that the United States would dissociate itself from 
any Anglo-Soviet deal which was not based on the principles in the 
Atlantic Charter. 26 Eden and Churchill tried to resolve their own 
doubts and differences by deferring the whole matter until American 
approval was obtained. In this way they were swayed by Roosevelt's 
disapproval of their policies. Unable to obtain diplomatic co-operation 
and unwilling to defy American opinion, British politicians opted for a 
general treaty with the Soviet Union which did not address itself to 
territorial issues. 27 

Since the possibility of opening up a second front had receded, as 
well as hopes of increasing supplies to Russia, the weakness of the 
British negotiating position with the Soviet Union was that Britain had 
nothing to offer other than concessions on Soviet borders. In the 
spring of 1942 British policy-makers, notably Churchill, became 
anxious lest early Soviet victories cause Stalin to dissociate himself 
from the fate of Western Europe and concentrate on consolidating his 
victories in Eastern Europe. 28 Widely publicized rumours that the 
Soviet leaders were considering making peace with Germany were 
discounted at the Foreign Office. But they added to the air of tension 
and apprehension. 29 Eden felt hampered in his attempts to steer 
British negotiations with the Soviet Union, in the direction of accept¬ 
ing the 1941 frontiers, by Churchill's idiosyncratic leadership and a 
general lack of guidelines. 30 

Churchill's biographer has suggested a more complex reason for the 
lack of direction in the course of negotiations with the Soviet Union. 
According to Martin Gilbert, Churchill's interest in the Eastern front 
was reawakened in March 1942 by secret information which suggested 
that Germany would mount a major offensive in the near future. 31 But 
Churchill's decision to address himself to the question of Soviet 
demands was linked to the overall strategic situation in the Middle 
East and not merely the fate of the Eastern front. In view of British 
defeats in the Far East, and the renewed offensive by Rommel in North 
Africa, the Caucasus front became once more of key importance. 
Churchill drew Roosevelt's attention to this issue in a letter of 5 March. 
He wrote that the protection of the Levant-Caspian front depended 
'entirely upon Russia, who will be formidably attacked in the spring'. 32 
This led Churchill to put forward ideas which the British Chiefs of Staff 
did not like and which they did all in their power to sink. On the eve of 
Eden's December 1941 visit to Moscow, the Chiefs of Staff had been 
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suddenly faced with Churchill's proposal to move troops from the 
Middle East to the Caucasus and a suggestion that British troops 
should be offered to Stalin to take part in the defence of that region. 
General Alan Brooke, who replaced Dill as Chief of the Imperial 
General Staff in November 1941, wrote in his diary that they were able 
to dissuade Churchill from making such an offer to Stalin. 33 As far as 
the British military leaders were concerned the reconquest of North 
Africa had to be followed by action in the Mediterranean and against 
Italy. There was no place in their plans for assistance to the Soviet 
Union in the Caucasus or elsewhere. 34 They, and ultimately also 
Churchill, preferred American assistance to go towards helping the 
British in the Far East. It was in these circumstances that both the 
Soviet and Polish leaders increasingly used Washington as a pretext in 
their negotiations with the British. 

The Poles were well aware of their inherently weak bargaining 
position in relation to Britain and the Soviet Union. They therefore 
strove all the harder to prove Poland's worth and reliability as an ally. 
In the final analysis, the Polish govemment-in-exile had everything to 
gain from the alliance with Britain and not much, or so it was believed, 
from assuming an independent negotiating position in relation to the 
Soviet Union. The general assumption was that Britain and the United 
States would have a decisive say in post-war politics, and the Soviet 
Union, if it survived in its present shape and political profile, would be 
weakened and therefore unlikely to have a strong bargaining position. 

On his return from his trip to Moscow and the Middle East in 
January 1942, Sikorski in the first place sought to reaffirm his commit¬ 
ment to Britain. An account of his visit to Russia was given to the 
British by Sikorski in a secret memorandum. 35 The Foreign Office was 
made aware that the Polish Prime Minister did not want his own 
government to know that he had informed the British in full about the 
course of Soviet-Polish talks. 

On 19 January Sikorski had a meeting with Eden during which 
Sikorski explained that he had rejected Stalin's offer to discuss frontier 
agreements without reference to the British. Stalin had tried to dis¬ 
suade the Polish Prime Minister from thinking in terms of three-power 
co-operation. He sought to assure Sikorski that all difficulties between 
the two states could be resolved without reference to Britain. It would 
appear that Stalin was prepared to accept the Polish government's key 
demands, notably the restoration of the eastern regions about which 
Stalin promised he 'would not be difficult'. He was willing to see the 
town of Lvov go to Poland. In addition he stated that East Prussia 
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should be Polish. Most notable was Stalin's attempt to persuade 
Sikorski that agreements should be made between the two govern¬ 
ments 'in advance of the peace settlement without reference to His 
Majesty's Government'. 36 Sikorski loyally reported to Eden that 'his 
answer to Stalin's approach had been that he could not discuss these 
territorial matters at present and that he must continue to collaborate 
with His Majesty's Government who had been entirely loyal to the 
Polish Government'. 

Sikorski's decision to reject Stalin's overtures and not to negotiate 
with the Soviet Union on a bilateral basis was based on an excessively 
optimistic evaluation of the future course of Polish-British relations. 
The Polish government appeared to believe that the military units 
under their command would continue to expand. Furthermore they 
were convinced that joint military action in the Middle East and Africa 
would increase the government's standing in British eyes. The pro¬ 
posed removal of some of the troops from the Soviet Union and the 
apparent British need for the build-up of the army in the Middle East 
and North Africa seemed to suggest that Polish-British unity would 
soon be consummated and that political co-operation would be the 
natural fruit of such an alliance. Nevertheless Sikorski, as much as any 
of his Polish opponents, was wary lest the proposed marriage should 
be found upon closer inspection to be mere concubinage. He intended 
to see that the British made commitments before troops were handed 
over to them. But the exile government's rejection of Soviet overtures 
meant that, if the British showed themselves unwilling to make any 
political commitments, the Poles would still have no choice but to fight 
in the west. Were the Poles to withdraw from military co-operation 
with Britain then this would amount to relegating Poland to the status 
of an object of other powers' diplomatic and military decisions. Poli¬ 
tical unity had to be achieved simultaneously with joint military action 
if the Poles were to achieve their objectives. 

Therefore in order to reinforce in British minds the Polish 
government-in-exile's commitment to its British ally in shouldering 
the burden of fighting, Sikorski used his meeting with Eden on 19 
January 1942 to remind him of the need to start making joint plans for 
the future. 37 The full extent of Polish aspirations was laid in front of 
the British Foreign Secretary. Post-war Poland, according to Sikorski, 
would be restored to pre-war borders and being 'more closely connec¬ 
ted with Great Britain, [Poland] ought to play a cardinal part in Central 
Eastern Europe'. 38 Sikorski drew parallels between the stability of 
Europe and that of Poland: 
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The security of Poland is identical with the security of Europe. That 
is proved by various events of the war which is now going on. In 
order to guarantee Polish security we must win for ourselves the 
frontiers which correspond to our own most modest strategic 
requirements. 

One of those requirements was the creation of a Polish-Lithuanian 
Federation. That the Lithuanian side did not show enthusiasm for the 
proposal was noted by Eden, but did not stop Sikorski from dwelling 
on the hope that the Polish-Lithuanian unity, which had been the 
strength of the Polish crown in the fifteenth century, could once more 
be established to Poland's advantage. He confided to Eden the Polish 
hope that an English prince would be permitted to become the 
monarch of a restored Poland. Before departing Sikorski broached a 
subject dear to the hearts of many pre-war Polish politicians, the 
removal of Polish Jews from Poland. Clearly suggesting that they 
could not be considered to be a Polish responsibility Sikorski stated: 'It 
is quite impossible ... for Poland to continue to maintain 3.5 million 
Jews after the war. Room must be found for them elsewhere. If 
Palestine could be highly industrialized, there might be room for them 
there'. 39 

The vision of a Greater Poland, the bulwark of Christianity in the 
east, with a monarchy which had been seeded from an imported 
British prince, Judenfrei since its Jewish citizens would have become the 
responsibility of the British in Palestine, contained no element which 
could have appealed to the British Foreign Secretary. 

The Poles did not depend merely on persuasion to obtain British 
support for their post-war aspirations. By the beginning of 1942 the 
government-in-exile consciously embarked upon a policy of wrecking 
allied unity with the Soviet Union. 40 Sikorski's submission to Eden was 
the opening salvo of that programme. Another element in that pro¬ 
gramme was an attempt by the Poles to start a propaganda campaign 
in the United States aimed at obtaining direct United States commit¬ 
ments to the Polish government and to seek Roosevelt's support in 
persuading the British against signing agreements with the Soviet 
Union. 41 

In December 1941 the Polish Ambassador in Washington, Jan Cie- 
chanowski, sought to persuade the State Department that there was a 
need to be vigilant when dealing with the Soviet Union since it was 
harbouring hidden territorial aims in Europe. Neither he nor Rac- 
zyriski, who arrived in the United States in February 1942 with a 
similar message, were successful. 42 Roosevelt refused to consider 
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signing a separate treaty with the Polish govemment-in-exile and 
Welles warned Raczyriski that, even though territorial adjustments 
had not been discussed by the American and Soviet governments, the 
State Department felt that the Soviet Union would be entitled to 
borders which took into account its security needs. 43 Even though the 
State Department had decided to recommend that post-war territorial 
adjustments and American war aims be discussed by a commission 
specially set up for that purpose, the Poles were not informed of its 
deliberations. 44 

Sikorski's second visit to the United States took place between 24 
and 30 March. Prior to his arrival there a decision had been made by 
American politicians not to encourage him in his plans for a Central 
European Federation. There was also strong opposition within the 
State Department to Sikorski's attempts to mobilize the Polish commu¬ 
nity. It was felt that it would interfere with the stated objective of 
emphasizing the Soviet Union's role as an ally. 45 Not surprisingly 
therefore, in spite of having two meetings with Roosevelt, Sikorski 
failed to obtain American support. Roosevelt let it be known that he 
did not support British attempts to sign an alliance with the Soviet 
Union. Nevertheless his reaffirmation of the Atlantic Charter, accom¬ 
panied by a statement that questions relating to territorial adjustment 
should be settled after the war, rendered Sikorski's trip futile 46 During 
the critical March days when the extent of British and American 
dissociation from Polish-Soviet relations was finally impressed upon 
him, Sikorski may have seriously considered abandoning his commit¬ 
ment to Poland's western partners and allying himself directly with 
the Soviet Union. 47 Sikorski's communications with the Allies and the 
Soviet Union reveal little to substantiate this. 

Polish attempts to gain support in Washington and efforts to under¬ 
mine the British-Soviet negotiations caused fury in the Foreign Office. 
The Poles' public pronouncements suggesting that Britain was not in 
favour of the Curzon Line and that Polish aspirations towards Lith¬ 
uania were viewed favourably by Britain, had the opposite effect to the 
one sought by the Poles. Forced to re-examine commitments made to 
the Poles, Foreign Office civil servants were able to consider anew the 
history of Polish-British relations and thus remind themselves of how 
little in fact united the two nations. Eden now justified his personal 
preference for negotiating with the Soviet Union by contrasting the 
British need for the Soviet ally with the rather tenuous recent links 
with Poland. Commenting upon a record of a conversation between 
Ambassador Kot and Lacy Baggallay, the British Counsellor in 
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Moscow, from which it appeared as if the Pole tried to provoke a 
negative British reaction to Stalin's demands, Eden furiously minuted 
his doubts about the Polish cause. 48 He demanded to know whether 
there existed any statements by British officials repudiating the 
Curzon Line principle. He also reminded the Foreign Office that 
'Poland attacked Lithuania and robbed her of Vilna after the last war'. 
Already in January the mood within the Foreign Office was hardening 
against the Poles. Decisions were made to end Polish interference in 
British policies. On 26 January Eden saw Raczynski to dissuade the 
Poles from using the term 'territory of the Polish Republic' in relation 
to areas incorporated into the Soviet Union in 1940. Among a number 
of Foreign Office minutes, that written by the Deputy Under-Secretary 
Orme Sargent contained the frankest statement of the British position: 

I am inclined to think that we ought to take this opportunity to make 
it quite clear to the Polish Government that we cannot allow them to 
complicate an already delicate situation by putting forward suddenly 
a quite unwarranted claim in regard to Lithuania ... they have no 
case whatever on legal grounds such as exist in the case of Lvov for 
putting forward a claim to treating Lithuania as within Poland's 
sphere of influence. But after all, it is not our concern. What is our 
concern is that we do not choose to have our relations with the Soviet 
Government complicated by the Polish Government butting in quite 
irresponsibly with this untenable claim. 49 

According to Armine Dew of the Northern Department, although the 
future of Poland depended on the three big Allies, the Soviet Union 
would inevitably have the biggest say on developments in Central and 
Eastern Europe after the war. If the Poles failed to understand this 
they would, according to Dew, 'suffer the same fate as the Bourbons 
whom they appear closely to resemble'. 50 

On 27 March Eden informed Cecil Dormer, the British Ambassador 
to the Polish govemment-in-exile, of an interview which Cadogan had 
had with Wladyslaw Kulski, the Polish Charge d'affaires. The 
purpose of the interview was plainly to reprimand the Poles for their 
public expression of disaffection with British policies. Cadogan had 
told Kulski, 'The Soviet Union were at the moment heavily engaged in 
fighting our common enemy, and would shortly be called upon to 
resist a further powerful thrust. All our fortunes were bound up to a 
considerable extent with the success of the Soviet effort'. 51 Writing to 
Raczynski on 17 April, Eden re-emphasized this point by stating that 
the goodwill and collaboration of the Soviet Union were vital, both in 
order to defeat Germany and in order to implement post-war settle- 
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merits. With their contribution to the war being so important, the 
Soviet Union could not be denied either then or in the future a say 
commensurate with that contribution. 52 

Polish expectations that the defeat of Germany would automatically 
bestow territorial benefits on Poland posed a problem in the Foreign 
Office. In spite of persistent denials to the contrary, the Poles chose to 
believe that British-Soviet discussions were in essence a debate over 
spheres of influence in post-war Europe. The Polish government 
therefore expected their claims to be considered and discussed too. In 
addition to hopes that Lithuania would be recognized as being in the 
Polish sphere of influence, they let it be known that they expected to 
receive East Prussia. After all Stalin had supported this claim during 
Sikorski's Moscow visit. The Foreign Office always opposed the ideas 
mainly because publicizing prior claims to German territory would 
make it difficult, when the time came, to reach a negotiated peace with 
a post-war German government. Writing on 16 April Sargent noted 
that British support for a Polish claim on East Prussia would be 
disastrous since 'such a declaration would rally German public opinion 
in defence of German territory, especially of a territory which stands 
for so much in German history as does Eastern Prussia'. 53 Eden concur¬ 
red with this view. Sargent's suggestion that, instead of Britain making 
a public declaration that Poland would receive East Prussia, the 
Russians should be induced to make such a statement, was not pro¬ 
ceeded with. 

While the government-in-exile concentrated its diplomatic efforts 
on persuading the British government to abandon its proposed alli¬ 
ance with the Soviet Union and on obtaining American assistance, the 
biggest threat to Sikorski's vision of a strong independent Polish role 
within the allied ranks came from the Polish military leadership. 
Anders' removal of the whole army from the Soviet Union to Iran 
probably lost the Poles any chance of exercising an independent 
policy in relation to the Soviet Union and Britain. By the end of 1942 
the departure for Iran of all Anders' troops placed all Polish fighting 
units abroad under direct British command without any prior British 
reciprocal commitment to safeguard Polish political interests. 

Equally damaging to Sikorski's vision was the fact that, outside 
Russia, Anders' units could no longer participate directly in the liber¬ 
ation of Poland. According to Anders, their role was to go into battle 
together with the British. By the end of 1942 the Balkan front was no 
longer a priority whereas the Mediterranean and North Africa, and 
after that Italy, came to dominate British military debates. Thus 
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Anders' actions spelt an end to the hope that soldiers of the 
government-in-exile would liberate Poland. As it turned out that 
would only be possible from the east, where no units loyal to London 
remained. 

The decision to get Polish soldiers out of the Soviet Union was made 
in a piecemeal way and was the outcome of various circumstances. By 
limiting the army's expansion, the Soviet leadership let it be known 
that they wanted the Poles to leave. Anders had long been conducting 
a campaign of disobedience and Sikorski had little control over his 
actions. Finally the British military authorities in the Middle East were 
very helpful since they were in dire need. The link between Poland's 
political aspirations and her military contribution had always been 
more of a hope than a reality. Sikorski could not realize those aspir¬ 
ations even when asked to make the ultimate contribution of all the 
soldiers under his command. By the end of 1942 all Polish units came 
under British direct or indirect command. 

The removal of the Polish units and civilian dependants to Persia 
remains an intriguing and not entirely clearly documented episode in 
the history of the Second World War. The degree of Soviet complicity 
is uncertain. So too is the role of the British military command in the 
Middle East. Clearly Anders and the bulk of his officers and men did 
not want to stay and fight in the Soviet Union. It is also apparent that 
no political concessions were made by the British in the wake of the 
Poles joining their hard-pressed troops in the Middle East. 

The events which precipitated the Polish evacuation from the Soviet 
Union most probably started with an interview on 2 January 1942 
between General Georgi Zhukov, the Soviet liaison officer with the 
Polish army, and General Anders. The purpose of the meeting was to 
ask officially when the Polish troops would be ready to go into battle. 54 
Anders refused to give a binding answer, pointing out that neither 
food, clothing nor equipment had been available, thus delaying the 
preparedness of the Polish soldiers. He refused to accept Zhukov's 
suggestion that the participation of the Polish units in the Soviet war 
effort would have important political implications. 55 The Soviet com¬ 
mander was not convinced by Anders' arguments that individual units 
could not go to the front. He pointed out that the use of Polish troops 
as a whole rather than individual units had not been a precondition for 
Polish action with the British in Tobruk. 56 

Sikorski approved Anders' reply to the Soviet authorities in a 
message which he sent to Anders on 7 February. 57 He furthermore 
authorized Anders to inform the Soviet leaders that he (Sikorski) 
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remained committed to military co-operation but 'could not agree to 
their neglect of that enormous allied trump card, which the use of the 
whole of the Polish army would be'. 

This agreement between Sikorski and Anders was deceptive. Both 
leaders were aware of the British need for troops in the Middle East. In 
his memoirs Anders made an oblique allusion to the possibility of 
Sikorski weakening and succumbing to Soviet demands to send indi¬ 
vidual Polish divisions to the front. Writing how he informed Sikorski 
about the substance of Zhukov's communication he stated, 'I had my 
doubts, because I knew that General Sikorski had earlier ... put 
forward an idea that two divisions, even if unarmed, should go to the 
Caucasus, in order to defend the oil-fields'. 58 For his part, Sikorski felt 
that he was likely to lose control over developments so far away from 
London, in particular because he was en route to the United States and 
would be unable to supervise closely the crisis unfolding in the Soviet 
Union. This is apparent from a telegram he sent to the Polish Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs on 10 February in which he referred to rumours that 
British and Soviet military and political authorities had held a confer¬ 
ence about the evacuation of 25,000 Poles from the Soviet Union. 59 
Rather touchily, Sikorski pointed out that appropriate decisions had 
been made as a result of Polish-Soviet talks and not British-Soviet 
talks. 

On 23 February Anders informed the Polish government in London 
of an increasing feeling that the Soviet authorities were becoming 
suspicious of Polish unwillingness to go into battle. In response to an 
enquiry he also reported that rumours about the formation of another 
Polish army in Siberia had not been confirmed. 60 

The British desire to receive Polish soldiers in the Middle East in 
order to reinforce troops there coincided with Anders' determination 
to depart from the Soviet Union. The idea that Poles from the Soviet 
Union might reinforce British units in the Middle East had been 
extensively aired by Sikorski and in principle he supported the idea. 
There was nevertheless a crucial difference between his view and that 
of Anders. While Sikorski wanted the restructuring of units which had 
already fought with the British in North Africa and the replenishing of 
the army being trained in Scotland, he also wanted the Polish military 
presence in the Soviet Union to continue. 

The decisive factor which precipitated the decision to leave was the 
Soviet authorities' resolution to reduce food supplies to the Polish 
units. In a communication on 10 March Stalin confirmed the earlier 
instructions of his quartermaster-general to reduce rations to the 
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Polish army to feed only 30,000 men. This move was justified by the 
apparent inability of the British and the Americans to supply the 
Russians with food. Stalin's communique stated that: 'In view of the 
above we had to reconsider the maintenance plan of the Army 
favouring the actually fighting divisions at the expense of non fighting 
divisions'. 61 Stalin's message ended with an invitation to Anders to go 
to Moscow to discuss the matter directly with him. Anders availed 
himself of the opportunity thus offered and the two men met on 18 
March. 62 

Stalin evidently wanted the number of Polish troops in the Soviet 
Union reduced. It is possible that he had already decided to end his 
agreement with Sikorski. Anders, on the other hand, wanted to join 
the British. The two men had no difficulty in agreeing that, while a 
force of 44,000 men should remain in the Soviet Union, the remainder, 
approximately 40,000 men, should swiftly depart for Iran. The tone of 
the conversation was intimate. Anders spoke fluent Russian, so they 
met without an interpreter. Stalin was keen to stress the common aim 
of fighting the war. He digressed frequently to emphasize that he was 
aware of the small inconveniences experienced by the Poles. For his 
part, Anders was agreeable and accommodating. The key decision 
concerning the departure of Poles for Iran was made within a minute. 
The conversation moved as follows: 

stalin: ... I am not pressing for you [the Poles] to go to the front. I 
understand, that it will be better for you to go to the front, when we 
come nearer to the Polish border. You should have this honour, of 
being the first to enter on Polish soil. 

anders: Well, if there is no other way, the rest (surplus to the 
approved 44,000) should be sent to Persia. 

stalin: Agreed. 44,000 of your soldiers will remain with us, the rest 
will be evacuated. There is no other way. 63 

Decisions made at this meeting were quite specific. It was agreed 
that the point of evacuation should be Krasnovodsk, a port on the 
south-eastern coast of the Caspian Sea. The troops would be shipped 
to the Iranian port of Pahlevi on the south-western coast where, 
according to Anders, the British had already prepared reception points 
for approximately 25,000 Polish servicemen. These were in addition to 
pilots and sailors who were to be evacuated under earlier agreements. 
Anders was convinced that the British would be helpful and that 
ammunition would be made available from British and confiscated 
Iranian stores. Stalin also agreed to give Anders an aeroplane so that 
he could go to Cairo and from there to London. A renewed attempt by 
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Anders to ascertain the fate of Polish officers from the camps of 
Starobielsk, Kozielsk and Ostaszk6w was unsuccessful. 64 

The decision to evacuate the troops was unexpected and was 
received with surprise in London. On 24 March Ambassador Kot had 
an interview with Andrei Vyshinsky, Deputy Foreign Minister, in 
which he tried to reverse the agreement made between Anders and 
Stalin. While there is no evidence that he was acting under instruction 
from Sikorski, who was in Washington, Kot nevertheless spoke in his 
own and the government's name. He reminded Vyshinsky that 
Sikorski and his government were committed to maintaining a Polish 
army in the Soviet Union. Neither Kot nor the Polish government 
were able to get in touch with Sikorski and were forced to confine 
themselves to expressing regret at the Soviet government's decision to 
limit the Polish troops in the Soviet Union to 44,000. 65 Kot had the 
reputation of an inveterate intriguer, but he was known to be 
Sikorski's confidant. It is therefore safe to assume that his comments to 
Vyshinsky reflected Sikorski's feelings. Kot's attempt to reverse the 
agreement made with Anders was unsuccessful. Vyshinsky reaffirmed 
the Soviet leadership's determination to proceed with the evacuation 
to Iran of the Polish troops in excess of the permitted 44,000. 

Evidence available does not suggest that Stalin, or any other of the 
Soviet leaders, at this stage at least considered entirely abandoning the 
agreements made with the London Poles. General Zygmunt Berling, 
who subsequently became the Commander of the Polish Kosciuszko 
Division formed in the Soviet Union after the diplomatic break 
between the Polish government-in-exile and Moscow in 1943, wrote 
that prior to Anders' departure for Iran the Soviet authorities were 
unwilling to give approval for the creation of Polish units within the 
Red Army. They considered that the army which was being formed by 
Anders reflected the spirit of the Soviet-Polish agreement. 66 Further 
evidence concerning Soviet objectives is available from Wanda 
Wasilewska, an ex-member of the Polish Socialist Party who had 
become notorious among her compatriots for sitting as a Supreme 
Soviet deputy for the occupied region of Western Ukraine, thus legiti¬ 
mizing the Soviet occupation of Poland's eastern territories. In her 
recollections she states clearly that Stalin did not answer her earlier 
letter, written in the autumn of 1941, in which she had asked that Poles 
should be accepted directly into the Red Army. She believed that his 
unusual reluctance to answer her could only be explained by Stalin's 
feeling bound by the agreement with Sikorski, which stated that Poles 
in the Soviet Union should be sent to the Polish units formed under 
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Anders' command. 67 Although the Soviet authorities did try to set up a 
pro-Soviet organization in occupied Poland, agents were not para¬ 
chuted into Poland until December 1941. 68 First contacts between the 
Soviet authorities and the scattered and disorganized groups of Com¬ 
munists in Poland which were to form the Polish Workers Party were 
not established until approximately May 1942 when regular radio 
contact became possible. 69 During 1941 and the first months of 1942 
Sikorski believed that the Soviet government did abide by the terms of 
the Sikorski-Maisky agreement. For reasons which were not entirely 
understood in London, this changed in the spring of 1942 to obstruc¬ 
tiveness and a determination to limit the size of the Polish army. 
Military difficulties and supply shortages were considered to be the 
most obvious explanations of this change. Nevertheless Sikorski did 
not believe that these were being used to force Polish government 
representatives to stop recruitment and leave the Soviet Union. 

Once Anders and Stalin had agreed to the evacuation of some of the 
Polish troops to Iran, the operation was started and completed by 3 
April. Since the British authorities had already prepared facilities to 
receive 27,000 men in Pahlevi, and their Middle East Command 
undoubtedly wanted the Polish soldiers, neither the Polish nor British 
authorities in London were able to control the unexpected develop¬ 
ments. Instructions from London tended to follow in the wake of 
already resolved local problems. On 19 March the Polish authorities in 
London were informed of the War Office's decision to receive 27,000 
men from Krasnovodsk. According to previous agreements made by 
Churchill and Sikorski 15,000 men were to stay in the Middle East and 
the remainder were to join Polish formations in Britain. That same day 
Sikorski's assent to this was received. 70 But on 22 March the War Office 
received a request from the Commander-in-Chief Middle East that all 
Poles from Russia be retained in the Middle East rather than des¬ 
patched to Britain. 71 

Churchill agreed with this proposal. On 29 March he telegraphed 
Sikorski suggesting that instead of the Polish soldiers coming to Britain 
they should all be deployed in the Middle East. 72 Sikorski's answer 
clearly showed an attempt to make a virtue of an unexpected situation 
over which he had little control. In his response he implied that his 
analysis of military developments had led him to conclude that there 
was a need to create a strong army in the Middle East. 73 He agreed that 
the main area of concentration of the Polish army should henceforth 
be the Middle East. Nevertheless he still wanted airmen and sailors to 
be brought to Britain, together with personnel for the formation of an 
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armoured division and a para troop brigade. But Sikorski was still not 
thinking in terms of reducing the army in the Soviet Union. In the 
same message to Churchill he requested that Britain put pressure on 
the Soviet authorities to maintain the recruitment programme of Poles, 
so that it should continue without any ceiling on the numbers under 
Anders' command. As he pointed out, Polish soldiers in excess of those 
required in Russia would in any case be evacuated to the Middle 
East. 74 

The latter point caused a flurry of discussion within the Foreign 
Office. Roger Makins, head of Central Department, drew up a memo¬ 
randum which captures the disdain with which British officials came 
to treat Polish requests and with which Eden concurred. Having 
acknowledged that Britain was to receive a reinforcement of 35,000 
fighting men in the Middle East, Makins wrote: 'In any case, the 
question of drafts for the Polish divisions in the USSR is one which the 
Poles and the Russians ought to be able to settle between them¬ 
selves'. 75 Oblivious to any suggestion that Britain was now benefiting 
from the recruitment of those Polish divisions in the Soviet Union, and 
untroubled by pangs of gratitude, Eden agreed with Makins' analysis. 
Both Cadogan and Oliver Harvey confined the comments in their 
respective diaries to irritation at Polish intrigues against the British- 
Soviet treaty, with Harvey writing on 12 April: 'They have drawn 
heavily on their credit with A. E[den]'. 76 The manpower contribution 
made by the Poles to the British war effort in North Africa was 
evidently not credited to their political account. 

As on so many occasions, the Poles proved to be their own worst 
enemies: at least in this case Anders proved to be Sikorski's key 
antagonist. Through Colonel Hulls, the British liaison officer with the 
Polish forces in the Soviet Union, Anders had already established 
direct contact with Middle East Command and proceeded to negotiate 
with it. Sikorski's policy objectives were seen increasingly as obstacles 
not merely to Anders' endeavours but also to the needs and plans of 
the British Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East. 

Anders' decision that civilian Poles who had made their way to the 
Polish camps should not be abandoned but evacuated with the troops 
was as unexpected to the British authorities in Iran as it was to the 
Poles in London. But Anders refused to change his mind. He had 
always viewed his mission as broader than merely organizing Polish 
military units. He saw himself as creating havens of safety for Polish 
people in the Soviet Union, asserting that if left unprotected, those 
dependants would most probably die. Poles frequently arrived at army 
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recruitment points together with families who had suffered depor¬ 
tation with their menfolk. Even those who were unlikely to be 
recruited into the army gravitated to the Polish recruitment centres 
seeking protection. All of them were invariably in need of assistance. 
This reinforced the determination of the army recruitment officers to 
extend protection to civilians. These circumstances contributed further 
to the bond of loyalty which united the people who had left the Soviet 
Union with Anders. Neither Kot's disapproving message to London 77 
nor the ensuing rebuke addressed to Anders by Sikorski 78 had any 
effect on the situation. As a result of Anders' insistence that civilians 
leave with the army, the first evacuation from the Soviet Union con¬ 
sisted of 33,000 military personnel and approximately 11,000 civilians. 

As the Polish troops prepared to depart, the Soviet authorities 
insisted that Polish citizens who were Jews, Ukrainians and Byelorus¬ 
sians should not be allowed to join the transports. The Soviet authori¬ 
ties had earlier made it difficult for Kot to represent the interests of 
Polish Jews 79 After the first evacuation had been completed repre¬ 
sentatives of the Polish authorities in Russia came under strong attack 
for their failure to include Jews in the transports to Pahlevi. According 
to Kot and reports filed after the first evacuation had been completed, 
Soviet officers rigorously inspected the operation and weeded out all 
those whom they suspected of being Jewish. 80 

The determination of the Soviet authorities not to allow Polish Jews 
to leave with the army was not the only reason why a high proportion 
of Polish Jews were left behind. A study of numerous personal 
accounts deposited in the Sikorski Institute in London by Poles who 
had participated in the evacuation of troops from the Soviet Union in 
1942 reveals a very complex and mixed picture. While the Soviet 
authorities made a legal distinction between Poles of Polish nationality 
and Polish Jews, whom they treated as non-Polish nationals and since 
December 1942 as Soviet citizens, the Polish authorities were guided 
by crude nationalist and anti-Semitic prejudices. This meant that local 
recruiting agents, who had total freedom to decide who was allowed 
to join the army in the Soviet Union, could determine whether Polish 
Jews were eligible to join the army. In a lot of cases, reflecting the 
prevailing prejudices of their community, they refused to accept them. 
General Anders' aide-de-camp Klimkowski claimed that in January 
1942 Anders asked the Red Army liaison officer Colonel Yevsiegnieyev 
to tell the Soviet authorities to stop directing non-Polish nationals, in 
particular Jews, to the recruitment centres 81 According to Klimkowski 
Anders consistently aimed at creating a national Polish army, a process 
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in which the Soviet authorities assisted him, albeit for different 
reasons. 

During his meeting with Stalin on 18 March Anders had requested 
permission to go to London. This he did in April, travelling first to 
Cairo then through Nigeria, Lisbon, Ireland and finally from Bristol to 
London. General Kopanski followed in his footsteps on his way to 
Britain after ten months' active service as Commander of the Polish 
Independent Carpathian Brigade with the 8th Army in North Africa. 
On arrival in Bristol Anders, with Hulls and his aide-de-camp, was 
flown to London while Kopanski had to make his way there by train. 82 
The impression created was that Anders was being lionized by the 
British. 

Although the official purpose of his visit to London was to report to 
and obtain further orders from Sikorski, he in fact took advantage of 
his stop-over in Cairo to seek Auchinleck's approval for the removal of 
the remainder of the Polish forces from the Soviet Union to the Middle 
East. 83 According to Klimkowski, Auchinleck was persuaded to 
support Anders' plan. Anders assured him that the units still in the 
Soviet Union were in better physical condition than those just arriving 
in Iran, and that they were ready for military action. 84 Klimkowski 
believed that Anders, with support from Hulls and Auchinleck, 
decided then that his plan for getting the whole Polish army out of 
Russia was likely to succeed. While details of these exchanges cannot 
be verified, Anders undoubtedly made a very good impression on the 
Middle East Command. On 4 April Middle East Command sent a 
message to the War Office requesting support for Anders' case. 85 

While Auchinleck's enthusiasm for the idea of receiving six Polish 
divisions is understandable, his willingness to support Anders' poli¬ 
tical strategy is less obvious. The message to the War Office contained 
an argument which must have been put forward by the Poles, namely 
that 'Stalin favoured concentration of all Poles in the Middle East and 
if he heard they were going elsewhere he might close doors on further 
evacuation'. This argument was used on 22 April by the Defence 
Committee and the Chiefs of Staff to support the proposal to get all 
Polish troops out of Russia and into the Middle East. 86 The British 
government had other reasons to support Anders against the Polish 
authorities in London. His willingness to place himself uncon¬ 
ditionally under British command contrasted with the exile govern¬ 
ment's attempt to barter and wheedle political support in return for 
military co-operation. Within the British military leadership the debate 
was concluded in the last week of April when discussions took place 
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within the Chief of Staff Committee. The War Office bowed to pressure 
from the Middle East Command and requested that all Poles evacu¬ 
ated from the Soviet Union be concentrated in the Middle East. 87 One 
small obstacle remained: Sikorski's opposition to this strategy. 88 But by 
29 April the Chiefs of Staff were told that Sikorski had expressed his 
agreement to their proposals 89 

If one is to judge Anders' visit to London by his contacts and 
negotiations with British military and political leaders, it had been a 
success. At the time, some even felt that he had become intoxicated 
with attention accorded him by the British in the Middle East and in 
London. 90 By contrast his relations with the Polish government were 
neither smooth nor easy. Anders had come to London with the express 
intention of persuading Sikorski to accept a proposal to abandon the 
Polish-Soviet agreement, although it has also been suggested that he 
wanted to establish contacts with Sikorski's political opponents. 91 
During briefings of the Chiefs of Staff of the Polish Armed Forces 
Abroad on 23, 25 and 27 April, in which Anders participated, two 
different strategic views were discussed, reflecting the different poli¬ 
tical and military perspectives of their respective proponents, Sikorski 
and Anders. 

Anders remained convinced that the Soviet Union's military effort 
would collapse and that the main German thrust would be towards 
the Middle East. Since he believed that the second front would not be 
opened in the near future he considered that all Polish forces should 
be concentrated in the Middle East. This would enable them to enter 
Poland from the south or south-east. According to him Polish troops 
had to reach Poland before the 'Bolsheviks'. Anders further suggested 
that Stalin would welcome his proposal to move all Poles out of Russia 
and concentrate them in the Middle East, in preference to proposals to 
send Polish soldiers to Britain. He argued that Stalin wanted to see the 
British war effort in that region reinforced. 92 Anders had apparently 
presented this thesis to President Raczkiewicz and obtained his 
support 93 

Sikorski, supported by the Minister for National Defence, General 
Marian Kukiel, opposed both Anders' analysis and his conclusions. He 
insisted that Polish troops should participate in allied military action 
on the Continent of Europe and not in the Middle East. He and Kukiel 
did not discount the possibility of a second front being opened in the 
west in 1942. Accordingly an army of 44,000 should remain in the 
Soviet Union with the explicit aim of co-operating and entering into 
Poland with Soviet troops. Sikorski opposed the idea of concentrating 
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all Polish exile forces in the Middle East to satisfy Auchinleck's self- 
interest. 94 Political commitments would be obtained from the Allies in 
return for Poland's military contribution to the war. Anders did not 
agree. 

By the final meeting of the Polish Chiefs of Staff, on 27 April, Sikorski 
had been clearly forced to accept Anders' points. The reasons for his 
failure to defend his own policy are not entirely clear. There is no 
doubt that he was forced to bow to pressure from within the Polish 
exile community and from the British. Anders' political influence in 
Britain is difficult to assess. It may be that his ideas merely coincided 
with those of the British military leadership. That much can be con¬ 
cluded from the interview he had with General Alan Brooke on 24 
April, when Anders assured him that not only Sikorski but also Stalin 
were in agreement with his proposal to concentrate Polish forces in the 
Middle East. 95 Needless to say Brooke was delighted to hear of the 
decision to retain the bulk of the Polish army in the Middle East since 
Syrian deployments needed reinforcement. 96 When Sikorski informed 
Churchill of the decision to leave the troops evacuated from Russia in 
the Middle East, he made the proviso that 1,200 men be brought to 
Britain to join the Polish navy and 1,500 to join the air force 97 

Anders had moved a step further towards ending the Polish military 
presence in the Soviet Union. He himself admitted that throughout he 
had thought in terms of evacuating the remainder of the Polish troops 
out of the Soviet Union. 98 He was convinced that Churchill supported 
him. During his meeting with Anders Churchill had apparently 
expressed interest in the soldiers still on Soviet territory. 99 Anders took 
this to be a discreet hint that the British could make use of those men 
too. Sikorski was the main obstacle since he persisted in his policy of 
keeping some Polish units in the Soviet Union even after being forced 
to accept the concentration of Anders' Polish army corps in the Middle 
East. This he hoped would form the nucleus of a larger Polish army in 
the Middle East. Ever anxious to be seen exercising influence over 
strategic matters, Sikorski at the time suggested to Brooke that a 
number of Polish officers could be available 'for consultation in 
operations for the development of a second front'. 100 

When Anders went back to the Soviet Union he knew that he could 
defy Sikorski's instructions with impunity since he would be sup¬ 
ported by the British military authorities. Anders was right in one 
respect. His belief that the second front was not going to be opened in 
1942 proved correct. Nevertheless his London visit marked the end of 
Sikorski's policy of staking out for Poland a role as an ally in a joint war 
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effort, rather than narrowing Poland's options down entirely to one of 
supporting Britain. Arguably by the spring of 1942 the Polish 
government-in-exile had no political influence. But Sikorski never lost 
sight of the political potential of any military contribution that the 
Poles either offered or were asked to make to the war. Anders' actions 
weakened his bargaining position by committing all the manpower 
resources of the Polish government-in-exile to one ally, who was 
already showing signs of weariness with the Poles. From this point 
onwards the Poles would have no alternative but to continue pledging 
further resources to the British cause. They had lost the freedom to 
decide in which theatre of war they made their military contribution. 
By having effectively handed over their main manpower resources to 
the British Middle East and African command, the Poles were not able 
again to influence their troops' disposition. Like the British, they knew 
that they would not be able to withdraw from joint military action: 
that would have amounted to abandoning any direct contribution to 
the war. The raison d'itre of the Polish government-in-exile had been to 
assert Polish influence by making a direct contribution to the war. 
Neither Sikorski nor Anders could now qualify their commitment to 
the British without appearing reluctant to fight for the common cause. 
The little influence that Sikorski might have tried to assert in the spring 
and summer of 1942, when the British were in particular difficulties, 
had been undermined by this total pledging of Polish resources to 
Britain. 

These were much needed by the British. Even though the entry of 
the United States into the war was a source of great comfort to 
Churchill, in April 1942 he had to admit that British losses since 
December dramatically exceeded those of the period before Pearl 
Harbor. 101 While the Japanese threat to Australia had to be taken very 
seriously, Churchill had decided to concentrate resources on the North 
African and Caucasus fronts. On 26 May General Rommel attacked 
British positions on the Western front. British difficulties were com¬ 
pounded by the bombing of Malta and an enemy attack on Madagas¬ 
car exposing weaknesses in British communication links. 102 The fear 
that the Red Army counterattack in the south might not be successful 
preoccupied Churchill just as much as his difficulties in North Africa. 
He was therefore determined to aid the Soviet Union with as much 
equipment as could be sent there. Unfortunately shipping losses in 
May had been heavy. Churchill even considered military action 
against Norway in order to safeguard supplies to Archangel. British 
anxiety about the Caucasus continued to be so serious that, even 
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though Polish co-operation was much appreciated, it could not divert 
Churchill from a stronger commitment to the Soviet Union. 103 

Sikorski was never free from petty intrigues and attacks from within 
his own government. At the beginning of 1942 problems within the 
ranks of the Polish community increased. As long as the opposition 
was disunited and confined only to political groups established in 
London, Sikorski's situation was difficult but not entirely perilous. But 
during 1942, opposition to him became more vocal and better 
organized. Attacks on Sikorski focused on the question of co-operation 
with the Soviet Union. 104 But in practice criticism of Sikorski's holding 
of the position of Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief came to 
challenge the way in which Sikorski ruled. In the autumn of 1942, 
Sikorski defeated an attempt led by Marian Seyda, leader of the 
National Democrats, to restructure the government. Criticism of 
Sikorski was not limited to the Sanacja followers of Pilsudski and the 
extreme right. Adam Pragier, the leader of the Polish Socialist group in 
exile, bitterly castigated Sikorski for having put Poland in the role of a 
British satellite. He distrusted Sikorski's Soviet policy and felt that 
Sikorski should have demanded from the British a stronger commit¬ 
ment to the Polish cause. 105 The parliament-in-exile, the National 
Council, also felt increasingly irritated at being rarely consulted. Its 
members felt that Sikorski kept them in the dark, most notably on the 
subject of Polish-Soviet relations. 106 The appearance of leaks of secret 
documents relating to difficult and contentious diplomatic issues, in 
the Polish anti-government publications of a leading supporter of the 
Sanacja regime, Stanislaw Mackiewicz, was embarrassing to Sikorski 
personally and irritated the British. 107 Several official enquiries sug¬ 
gested that these leaks had been made by either the President or 
General Sosnkowski with the explicit aim of discrediting Sikorski. 108 
Sikorski's aide-de-camp suggested that they fought not for a new 
orientation in the exile government's foreign policy but for power. 109 

More painful to Sikorski were signs of disaffection within the ranks 
of soldiers in Scotland. They had been inactive since coming to Britain 
from France. Their only task was to prepare for action on the Con¬ 
tinent of Europe. As plans for a second front were delayed, boredom 
and frustration fuelled the intrigues of the disproportionate number of 
officers imbued with the elitism and political ideas of the old regime. 
(Sikorski's attempts to weed out obvious opponents from his civil 
service and army were never very successful.) Increased political 
activity and the consolidation of disparate right-wing political groups 
in the summer and early autumn of 1942 increased their influence in 
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military units and their attempts to draw soldiers into political debates. 
Mackiewicz's pamphlets called for the Polish units in Russia to be 
pulled out and placed as near as possible to the British operational 
zone. 110 In one pamphlet he argued that the army should be concen¬ 
trated in the Middle East under one command. 111 This implied that 
Anders should take over control of all Polish troops abroad. Mackie¬ 
wicz's publications were taken very seriously by Sikorski. Other anti- 
Semitic and anti-government leaflets were circulated widely in 
Scotland. 

Sikorski could not ignore these challenges to his authority. 
Throughout the period 1939-1941 he had had to contend with attacks 
from the Sanacja politicians and military men. At the end of 1942 these 
appeared to be considerably more serious because they constituted a 
challenge to his political and military strategy as a whole. Anxiety 
about Anders' disloyalty combined with disaffection in Scotland 
threatened to undermine his policy of claiming for the exile govern¬ 
ment a say in post-war decision-making by making deliberate and 
carefully thought-out contributions to the allied war effort. As Polish- 
Soviet difficulties increased, Sikorski more than ever needed to be able 
to decide what that military contribution was going to be. The 
demands of the National Council for increased consultation was dis¬ 
crediting the Poles by showing the degree of their disunity. Calls for 
closer co-operation with Britain, when Sikorski knew that neither of 
the two western Allies was prepared to champion unreservedly the 
Polish cause, seemed to him inappropriate. If he lost control of his own 
men it might only be a question of time before the Allies too con¬ 
sidered him superfluous. 




6 The illusion of an alliance ends 


On 28 June 1942 German troops in Russia started Operation 'Blau', the 
aim of which was to destroy the Bryansk front and to break through 
the South East front. By 12 July both had been breached and German 
troops advanced south-east, threatening Soviet communication lines 
with the east and the key oil supply route. 1 Throughout the summer it 
appeared that nothing could stop the relentless German progress. On 
23 July Rostov fell. At this point the German army divided in order to 
proceed in two different directions: one towards the Don where it got 
bogged down at Stalingrad and the other. Army Group A, south-east 
towards the oilfields of Batum. 2 The latter move was particularly 
successful. By August it reached the coast of the Black Sea and looked 
likely to succeed in capturing the Baku oilfields and destroying the 
Russian North Caucasian front. 3 By September German troops were 
moving south along the Black Sea coast towards the strategic bases of 
Temryuk and Novorossijsk. 4 In the meantime Stalin himself had 
decided that a stand had to be made in Stalingrad. Key German units 
in the south were in due course diverted away from the successful 
drive to the south-east and into the stalemate which developed 
around Stalingrad. 

In spite of this loss of momentum the allied strategists feared that the 
German progress to the south-east would have very serious diplomatic 
repercussions. Added to anxiety about the loyalty of the tribes living in 
the Caucasus was a worry lest Turkey's commitment to neutrality be 
put to the test. In the Soviet Union and in Britain apprehension was 
expressed about the very real possibility that German entry into the 
Caucasus would encourage Turkey to commit herself to Germany. 

These events were the background to Soviet recriminations about 
the second front and British supplies to Russia. The uncompromising 
attitude of the Soviet leadership was also evident in negotiations 
concerning post-war settlements. Britain and her smaller Allies were at 
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a disadvantage because, in the summer of 1942 when the hardest 
battles in the war against Germany were on the Russian front, there 
was little that could be offered to the Soviet Union as proof of British 
support. The June supply convoy from Britain to Murmansk had 
experienced heavy losses which led to the temporary postponement of 
further northern convoys. 5 At the beginning of July Churchill agreed 
with the Chiefs of Staff that the second front could not be opened in 
1942. 6 Churchill had concluded that Britain was not in a position to 
build a strong enough front in the west to cause the Germans to move 
appreciable numbers of troops from the east. Instead he chose to push 
for British-American action in North Africa. During a joint meeting 
with American military leaders it was agreed to put off temporarily 
plans for a cross-Channel invasion and instead to concentrate on the 
North African campaign, now codenamed 'Torch'. 7 Inevitably this 
promised serious problems with the Russians, in particular because 
Roosevelt, as recently as 11 June, had made a commitment to Molotov 
that a second front would be opened in 1942. 8 None of the smaller 
Allies were able to accept that Britain's influence in Moscow was 
diminished by these strategic moves. Their anxieties and ensuing 
diplomatic manoeuvres to persuade the British and the Americans to 
guarantee their aspirations were liable to be a source of embarrassment 
and difficulty, adding further to the strains in Britain's relations with 
the Soviet Union. 

In order to avoid diplomatic problems with the exile governments in 
Britain, the Foreign Office was forced to monitor their activities and 
intrigues. On the whole the British authorities had no problems in 
finding out what was taking place within the community of foreign 
governments and authorities stranded in London for the duration of 
the war. Furthermore there was no difficulty in preventing the for¬ 
mation of inconvenient blocs. The lack of any unity between the 
various exile governments and their keenness to ingratiate themselves 
with their hosts made the Foreign Office's task so much easier. On 21 
January 1942 the Poles approached the Yugoslav government-in-exile 
with a view to signing a military alliance. It was the Yugoslav Minister 
for Foreign Affairs, Nintchitch, who informed the British Ambassador 
of the initiative and of his government's unwillingness to proceed with 
agreements which could provoke Russia. 9 Likewise when Sikorski 
spoke frankly to the Greek Prime Minister, Emmanuel Tsouderos, 
about establishing a bloc 'comprising peoples of the Balkans and 
Central Europe as a counterweight to the USSR', that information was 
conveyed immediately to Eden. Tsouderos let Eden know not only 
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that he felt slighted at Poland assuming a leading role in the proposal 
but also that he 'deprecated any arrangements obviously aimed 
against Russia'. The Greek Prime Minister's motives had little to do 
with loyalty. He, like all exile leaders, looked to Britain assuming a 
more active role in plans for post-war Europe. He therefore told Eden 
that 'unless HMG took some such lead there was a danger of other 
nations attempting to summon the refugee Governments themselves, 
and thus creating an impression that an opposition to the policy of 
HMG existed'. 10 This warning was taken very seriously by the British 
authorities. 

The Poles themselves used the initiatives of other small allied 
governments and authorities to ingratiate themselves with the British. 
When Maurice Dejean, de Gaulle's Commissioner for Foreign Affairs, 
approached the Polish government with a view to exchanging repre¬ 
sentatives, this information was maliciously leaked to the Foreign 
Office. 11 Sikorski did not want to grant de Gaulle recognition in excess 
of that accorded by the British. Only in the autumn of 1942, when the 
bulk of the Polish infantry was assembled in the Middle East, did the 
Polish government think that establishing relations with the Free 
French might be of advantage to them. On 29 November Sikorski 
urged Anders to exchange liaison officers with General Georges 
Catroux, the Free French representative in Egypt. 12 On 4 December an 
announcement was made that the 'Polish National Council had con¬ 
firmed the friendship which unites the Polish nation with the French 
nation'. 13 Notwithstanding the friendship uniting the two nations, 
anxiety about British disapproval and doubts about the extent of de 
Gaulle's authority made the Poles confine themselves to general 
affirmations of unity. 

The Polish government-in-exile wanted to see the security of 
post-war Poland based on some form of Central European co¬ 
operation. The acquiescence of the major Allies to these plans was an 
obvious precondition if such plans were not to be the cause of dis¬ 
harmony between them. It was generally appreciated by British poli¬ 
ticians that the exile governments would try to exploit conflicts and 
divisions between the three most powerful Allies. But any common 
approach by the big three gave rise to suspicions among the minor 
Allies that decisions would be made about the future of Europe 
without their consent. This too caused the small Allies to think of 
means to upset any such big power consensus. When a deterioration 
in Polish-Soviet relations in the second half of 1942 coincided with 
apparent strains in Sikorski's dealings with the British government. 
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projects for Central European federations were pursued by the Poles 
with increased vigour. Relations with Czechoslovakia and plans for a 
Polish-Czechoslovak federation were the most important initiatives 
pursued by the Poles in relation to allied governments. 14 

Talks between Sikorski and Eduard Benes, the ex-President of the 
Czechoslovak republic, aimed at creating a Polish-Czechoslovak fed¬ 
eration had already been initiated in France. 15 From the beginning a 
major obstacle was the Trans-Olza region which Poland had occupied 
in the wake of the Munich conference. Sikorski disclaimed responsi¬ 
bility for the previous regime's policies. But his unwillingness to 
consider the revision of the Polish border of September 1939 suggested 
that the post-war Polish government would not return to Czecho¬ 
slovakia territories which had been occupied as a result of Polish- 
German co-operation in 1938. BeneS was adamant that these should be 
returned. The issue remained unresolved, and further attempts to 
proceed with plans for a federation during the first two years of the 
war were delayed by further serious differences between the two 
governments. The Czechoslovak-Polish Co-ordinating Committee, 
which was established to discuss and direct the process of nego¬ 
tiations, had its first meeting in January 1941. The Polish proposal 
contained a suggestion that the foreign and economic policies of both 
states should be co-ordinated. 16 It envisaged total economic integra¬ 
tion, which the Czechoslovaks found unsatisfactory because they felt 
that this would restrict their economic development which was more 
advanced than Poland's. 17 

British-Soviet co-operation also had very serious repercussions on 
Polish-Czechoslovak relations. While Polish politicians tried to 
present their plans for European federations as no more than attempts 
to prevent a resurgence of German power, no one was convinced that 
this was their sole objective, not least because the Poles frequently 
departed from their stated aims to voice strong anti-Soviet sentiments. 
The Polish government's objective was to see the establishment of two 
federations. The Central European one was to include Lithuania, 
Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Romania. The second was to 
consist of Yugoslavia, Albania, Bulgaria and Greece. These political 
federations would be united by the objective of opposing Soviet 
economic domination of the region. 18 

Inevitably the British Foreign Office queried the significance of these 
initiatives for the Soviet Union. Wladyslaw Kulski, the Polish 
Charge d'affaires, told Strang on 9 February 1942 that the aim was for 
the eight smaller European powers to assert 'their intention to main- 
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tain community of outlook after the war on political, economic and 
possibly on military matters'. 19 Eden was not fooled. His minute, 
written after reading Strang's memorandum, suggests that he per¬ 
ceived the very real danger of the Poles and the other exile authorities 
arriving at a policy towards the Soviet Union which the British con¬ 
sidered undesirable. 

Benes' attitude towards the Soviet Union was radically different 
from that of the Polish leadership. The Poles were most worried by 
BeneS' renewed demand, immediately after the Soviet entry into the 
war, for the return of Trans-Olza to Czechoslovakia. 20 The Czechoslo¬ 
vak leader made clear to the Foreign Office his belief that Soviet 
approval for the proposed federation was a precondition for its estab¬ 
lishment. 21 Raczynski sourly commented that the Czechs had been 
given a bribe by the Soviet Union in the form of the Soviet recognition 
of their pre-Munich frontiers. 22 BeneS had obtained this assurance 
during Molotov's visit to London in May 1942. Thereafter Polish- 
Czechoslovak talks were pursued by both sides without conviction. 

The Poles returned to their federation idea with renewed vigour in 
the autumn of 1942. A deterioration in Polish-Soviet relations, com¬ 
pounded by the lack of British support for Polish territorial demands, 
caused the govemment-in-exile to renew their interest in European 
unity. This time a planning Committee of Foreign Ministers of the 
Governments established in London was formed. Raczynski became 
Chairman, with Kulski and Jozef Retinger, Sikorski's friend and 
advisor, acting as Secretaries. Meetings of the Committee took place at 
Sikorski's residence in Kensington. 23 This was an entirely Polish-led 
initiative, whose tacit aim was to encourage anti-Soviet unity. Other 
exile governments were prepared to go along with the Poles if only to 
signal to the British their disquiet about the lack of British commitment 
to post-war spheres of influence in Europe. 24 

The British attitude towards these policy initiatives was always 
hostile. The Foreign Office worried that they could affect their rela¬ 
tions with the Soviet Union. It also feared that 'the main danger ... 
would be the formulation of a bloc with aims divergent from our own 
after the war'. 25 The fact that the United States government was still 
unwilling to address itself to the complexities of planning for post-war 
Europe was seen as a further constraint on British policy-making. As a 
result no encouragement was given to the exile governments. Instead 
a wary eye was kept on their efforts to mobilize public opinion. 
Sikorski's attempts to publicize his ideas on European confederations 
were discouraged by the Foreign Office. 26 Responding to an enquiry 
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by the Foreign Minister of the Netherlands exile government about 
British views on the future balance of power in Europe, Frank Roberts 
debated the issue in a Foreign Office minute dated 23 October 1942. 27 
He was forced to admit that while public statements had been uttered 
in support of the Polish-Czechoslovak declaration of 1940, the Greek- 
Yugoslav agreement and in favour of 'smaller states weld[ing] them¬ 
selves into larger though not exclusive groupings', in reality there was 
no policy on the matter. 28 There were many reasons for this: 

(a) we have asked the Americans on what post war problems they would 
like preliminary discussions with us and in what order: they have 
replied that they hope to let us have an answer and make suggestions 
after the New Year 

(b) at some point we shall presumably have to address a somewhat 
similar enquiry to the Russians. Possibly the best moment to do this 
would be when we offer to talk a deux with them about reparations if 
we do decide to do this ... But the Malkin Committee on Reparations 
has not yet met and we are a long way off seeing what if anything we 
are likely to want to say to the Russians and anyone else. 

(f) as regards politico-strategic matters we have only now decided to 
make a start 'under our own roof' on arranging our thoughts through 
the agency of the proposed Committee under Mr Law 

(g) when that Committee had made some progress, we shall have to 
consider starting informal talks with the Allies under the aegis of the 
Foreign Office on the model of the talks sponsored by the Treasury 
and Board of Trade, subject of course to any view which may by then 
have been expressed by the Americans and the Russians . 29 

While this way of proceeding might have been the most obvious one 
in view of the government's preoccupation with much weightier 
matters in the conduct of the war, it nevertheless caused discontent 
among the London based governments-in-exile and inflamed their 
already visible and profound distrust of British motives towards the 
Soviet Union. Compared with other exile governments, the Polish 
government-in-exile expected more than any other, not least because 
it had pledged most in relation to its possibilities. At the same time, 
among those governments, it was the most in need of diplomatic, if not 
outright military support, if its minimum territorial demands were to 
be realized at the end of the war. 

One of the factors influencing Polish-British relations in the second 
half of 1942 was an increase in military collaboration between the two 
governments. With the incorporation of the troops from the Soviet 
Union into the British Middle Eastern Forces, Polish frustration with 
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Britain's reluctance to draw the Poles into political and military plan¬ 
ning also increased. Oblivious to Sikorski's frustrations, Anders con¬ 
tinued to press for the speedy evacuation of the remaining Polish 
troops from the Soviet Union in order to reinforce the British strategy 
in the Middle East. The fate of Polish troops left in the Soviet Union 
continued to be the object of complex, behind the scenes intrigues. 
Anders had the most consistent commitment to removing as many 
Poles out of the Soviet Union as possible. This was opposed by Sikorski 
who wanted the recruitment of Polish soldiers there to continue but 
insisted that the new formations should remain in the Soviet Union. 
The British authorities, in particular Churchill, had come to view 
British requirements for manpower in the Middle East as more urgent. 
As the likelihood of German success in the Caucasus decreased, 
Churchill once more contemplated the Middle East as a British prio¬ 
rity. The British therefore were willing to facilitate Anders' plans. Of all 
the protagonists Sikorski undisputedly was least able to ensure that his 
wishes were heeded. 

In the spring of 1942 the conflict between Sikorski and Anders, 
which had so far manifested itself only in minor acts of insubordi¬ 
nation on Anders' part, flared up. The tacit British and Soviet support 
that Anders was able to obtain for his plans marginalized Sikorski. 
What ensued was a battle between Sikorski and Anders for control 
over military decisions concerning Polish troops in the Soviet Union 
and the Middle East. On 1 May Sikorski wrote to Anders in an attempt 
to impress upon him the need to abide by the decisions of the Council 
of Ministers. 30 Sikorski pointed out that the key question of what was 
the shortest route back to Poland could not then be answered. The 
military situation was still unclear and this necessitated the distri¬ 
bution of manpower in such a way that Poles would be able to respond 
to any of a number of possible developments. In Britain Sikorski 
wanted the gradual formation of an armoured corps which would 
include a parachute brigade. This would be used as an advance guard 
destined to be dropped into Poland at the critical moment of liber¬ 
ation. 31 The air force was to remain in Britain. In the Soviet Union and 
the Middle East, army corps, numbering approximately three divisions 
each, were to be formed. These two were not to be brought together 
and the only circumstances in which Sikorski considered this to be 
desirable would be in the event of the collapse of the Soviet Union. 
Likewise Sikorski emphatically forbade Anders to plan for a possible 
single command for Polish units in the Middle East and the Soviet 
Union. In the Middle East Polish troops came under British 
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operational command while those in the Soviet Union came under 
Soviet command. 32 Sikorski emphasized that not all Polish military 
potential should be concentrated in one theatre of war since he feared 
that this would entail a risk of that potential being partly or completely 
'used up' before Poland was liberated. He reinforced his message by 
instructing Kot to press the Soviet authorities to allow the resumption 
of recruitment to the Polish army, in accordance with the earlier 
Stalin-Anders agreement. 33 

Anders nevertheless pursued his own strategy encouraged, as some 
believed at the time, by commitments obtained from the British when 
he stopped in the Middle East on his way back from visiting Sikorski in 
London. Richard Casey, the British Minister of State in Cairo, and 
Auchinleck are credited with having given Anders assurances that all 
assistance would be given to get the remainder of the Polish army out 
of the Soviet Union. 34 His communications with the Soviet authorities 
and telegrams back to London reveal that he continued to aim for the 
army's wholesale departure from the Soviet Union, irrespective of 
decisions made by the exile government during meetings which he 
had attended. Reporting a conversation with Auchinleck, Anders 
informed Sikorski that he had discussed the ultimate removal of 'my 
army' to the Middle East. 35 Writing on 22 June General Bronislaw 
Regulski, the Polish military attache in London, stated that he was 
under constant pressure from the War Office about the fate of the 
Polish soldiers still in the Soviet Union. 36 He believed that the British 
authorities wanted their evacuation to the Middle East to continue and 
even to be accelerated. 

In June Anders unsuccessfully sought an interview with Stalin. 
During preliminary talks with NKVD Colonel Tishkov about the 
agenda for the meeting, Anders stated that, in addition to the resump¬ 
tion of Polish recruitment, he wanted to discuss the possibility of 
moving the whole army to the Middle East. 37 He argued that this was 
needed to unite the whole army. He also alluded to the possibility that 
all troops in the militarily most vulnerable areas, notably the Middle 
East, might need to be concentrated. Shortages in the Soviet Union 
were given as another reason for leaving Soviet territory. 38 

As well as dealing with Stalin, Anders had to overcome Sikorski's 
resolve not to allow the whole army to leave the Soviet Union. In a 
telegram to Sikorski, dated 7 June, Anders explained his case. 39 Claim¬ 
ing that it was the Russian side that wanted the Poles to go to Syria, he 
pressed Sikorski for permission to take the troops there. The other 
alternative, according to Anders, was for the troops to go into battle on 
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the Russian front. In those circumstances they would only receive 
arms on arrival in their battle-zone, as was the Russian practice. That 
possibility and a general decrease of supplies was apparently causing 
the collapse of morale which could only be revived by departure from 
the Soviet Union. 40 

Sikorski's answer, dated 11 June, was a last attempt to bring Anders 
to heel. 41 He did not believe that the Russians really wanted the Poles 
to go to Syria. He rejected all arguments presented by Anders, notably 
suggestions that further recruitment could only take place if the 
present army left. Appealing to the soldiers to maintain discipline and 
be patriotic, Sikorski instructed Anders to ensure that government 
orders were obeyed. Since Sikorski would not approve Anders' plans 
the latter proceeded without further reference to London. Assisted by 
the British authorities in the Middle East, and facilitated by the Soviet 
decision to get rid of the Polish army and recruitment centres, Anders 
defied orders. 

The decision to allow the three remaining partly-armed Polish divi¬ 
sions to leave Soviet territory was in the end made by Stalin on 30 
June. 42 It is not clear why, and what pressures were on him to do so. 
With the signal exception of Sikorski, few in the Polish government 
and army did not welcome this move. The Soviet authorities 
attempted to present the decision as a gift to Churchill. 43 In retrospect 
Sikorski appeared to claim that the whole idea had been started by him 
when he suggested to the British that they take up the matter of Polish 
units in the Soviet Union with Stalin. As a result Stalin instructed 
Molotov to make an offer of the Polish troops to the British. 44 Anders, 
who was in Kuibyshev awaiting his interview with Stalin, was 
delighted. The British Ambassador in Moscow, Clark Kerr, was left 
somewhat bewildered by the speed of events but happy to be able to 
inform Anders that the British authorities were going to accept women 
and children in addition to soldiers. 45 

This time the Polish government tried to obtain more tangible 
benefits from handing their troops over to Auchinleck when it was 
well known that they were much needed. In a communication to the 
Foreign Office dated 4 July the Polish government tried to link the 
recent developments with outstanding problems in Polish-Russian 
relations. 46 In particular the Poles hoped to secure the continuing 
recruitment of men into Polish units in the Soviet Union and 'the 
collaboration of HMG in the further search for Polish officers missing 
in Russia'. 

The weakness of the Polish negotiating position, and their inability 
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to link political concessions to military contributions, was shown by 
Churchill's minute on the memorandum. In this he wrote to Eden, 
'The above leave me in doubt whether you want the 3 Polish Divisions 
or not if you have to take with them this mass of women and children 
../. 47 In any case, as it turned out, the Soviet authorities rejected 
British representations on behalf of the Poles. 48 Vyshinsky was not 
prepared to haggle over the Soviet decision to allow the departure of 
Polish troops, while the British Prime Minister did not want to assume 
responsibility for civilians whose departure from Soviet territory the 
Poles considered vital. As a result the Foreign Office suggested that 
'General Sikorski might be urged to press the Polish Cabinet to show a 
rather more accommodating attitude on this question'. 49 Churchill 
finally agreed to support the request for the evacuation of civilians but 
did not raise the issues of further recruitment or the missing officers. 50 
On 26 July Anders received Soviet permission to evacuate the whole 
army. Once more the route taken was from Krasnovodsk to Pahlevi. 
70,000 people, including 25,500 civilians, were taken out of the Soviet 
Union. 51 

On 31 October Alexander Bogomolov, the Soviet Ambassador to the 
Polish government-in-exile, handed Raczyriski a note in which the 
Soviet authorities explained the reasons for ending all recruitment of 
Poles on Soviet territory. 52 This gave Anders the opportunity to accuse 
Sikorski of pursuing a policy damaging to Polish interests. Since 
Anders' aim was Sikorski's removal he challenged Sikorski to resign in 
order that this act alert world opinion to Soviet duplicity 53 At the same 
time he wrote to President Raczkiewicz a letter confidently addressed 
to someone who shared his views. Anders explicitly blamed the Polish 
government and its leadership for all its failures in relation to the 
Soviet Union. He recommended that the Poles should expose the 
Soviet Union and that the world should be made aware of its duplicity 
and long-term objectives in Europe. Since the present government 
could not and would not do this the, according to Anders, new people 
should be given the opportunity to assume control. 54 

Anders' denunciation constituted a serious challenge to Sikorski's 
authority at a time when the Polish Prime Minister was in a par¬ 
ticularly vulnerable position. Anders had ceased being merely the 
leader of one of the sections of the Polish armed forces abroad and 
presently commanded the biggest group of Polish soldiers outside 
Poland. Between Anders and his soldiers and officers there existed a 
strong bond of personal loyalty. He also seemed to be the darling of 
the British Command in the Middle East at a time when the British 
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government appeared to be distancing itself from Polish issues. All this 
combined to weaken Sikorski's authority. It was rumoured that 
Anders' actions had been directed by the British authorities because 
they now found Sikorski expendable. These rumours were traced back 
to Anders' aide-de-camp. He in turn wrote in his memoirs that Hulls 
had virtually dictated Anders' letter to Sikorski. 55 Anders would not 
easily have allowed anyone to dictate anything to him. It is very likely 
that he felt encouraged to express his political ideas by the warm 
appreciation for his willingness to place his men under British 
command that was expressed by British officers in the Middle East. 

Sikorski dealt with Anders after he had returned from his visit to 
Washington. He addressed two letters to Anders, the first dated 15 
March and the second, which was meant to be a personal one, dated 17 
March 1943. Sikorski explained to Anders the reasoning behind his 
policy of rapprochement with the Soviet Union and begged him to think 
of the consequences of his actions. 56 It is clear from the contents of 
these two communications that, in spite of setbacks, Sikorski still 
believed that Polish interests could best be served by continued adher¬ 
ence to agreements concluded by the wartime Allies. Notwithstanding 
difficulties in Polish-Soviet relations, Sikorski still felt that allied diplo¬ 
matic support would help to resolve them in the end. In the meantime, 
he reminded Anders, intrigues, disunity and instability within the 
exile government would only alienate allied governments. 

In his attempt to retain some clarity of purpose and commitment to 
the allied cause, Sikorski had to contend with the hostile atmosphere 
towards his policies which prevailed within his own government. 
During the first months of 1942 Sikorski's enemies in Britain seemed 
disunited and, although vocal, still badly organized. But in the Middle 
East, notably in Palestine, Sikorski's opponents formed an influential 
Democratic Club and some of them remained in close contact with the 
last foreign minister of the pre-war Sanacja government. Colonel Jozef 
Beck, who was interned in Romania. 57 The arrival in the Middle East of 
troops from the Soviet Union strengthened these groups. Polish con¬ 
sulates regularly informed Sikorski of contacts between the Demo¬ 
cratic Club and the violently anti-Soviet Polish officers and men newly 
arrived in the Middle East. 58 Kot, who left the Soviet Union and was 
now posted to the Middle East, warned about major intrigues and 
conflicts among the Anders' senior officers and between them and 
junior officers. Anders' aide-de-camp Klimkowski was now associated 
with them to such an extent that the word 'klimkowszczyzna' was 
coined to describe the political challenge of the junior officers. 59 
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Sikorski's Chief of Staff, General Tadeusz Klimecki, was dispatched to 
the Middle East to discuss the reorganization of units in the Middle 
East but primarily to enforce discipline and to reinforce Sikorski's 
authority. 

Sikorski's anxiety that the Anders' evacuation would spell the end of 
co-operation between the Soviet government and the Polish 
govemment-in-exile was fully justified. At this stage, at least, the 
Polish government-in-exile tried to continue as before, but it had lost 
avenues of contacts as well as matters for direct communication with 
the Soviet authorities. Sikorski, in common with most Polish poli¬ 
ticians in exile, jealously guarded the exile government's prerogatives, 
in particular that of an independent foreign policy. The absence of 
opportunities for low level diplomatic contacts between the Poles and 
Soviet representatives meant that British politicians had become 
spokesmen on Polish matters in their dealings with the Soviet Allies. 
Nevertheless, as has been shown, British politicians' feeling of obli¬ 
gation to the exile government was, at best, dubious. Thus Sikorski's 
government was losing control over matters relating to the future of 
Poland and Poland was increasingly likely to become an object of 
other powers' negotiations. If the Soviet Union could not be trusted, 
neither could the British be relied upon to defend Polish interests. 

The signing of the British-Soviet agreement in May 1942 had only 
been possible because of a joint British and Soviet decision to avoid the 
contentious issues of the Polish eastern frontier and the second front. 
These matters would still have to be addressed, even if they could not 
then be resolved. Churchill's visit to Moscow in August 1942 was 
intended to underline the newly confirmed understanding between 
the two statesmen. The postponement of the second front required 
very careful handling indeed. This issue probably more than any other 
was the cause of Churchill's decision to seek a meeting with Stalin. 
There was also the question of the Soviet ability to defend the Cauca¬ 
sus and the Black Sea. 60 Churchill believed that the delicate problem of 
explaining to Stalin why Britain had decided to postpone the second 
front could best be done in a direct meeting between Churchill and 
Stalin. On the positive side Churchill hoped to be able to explore the 
possibility of British and American air forces assisting the Soviet Union 
in the Caucasus region. 61 

It was inevitable that the British Prime Minister's visit to Moscow 
would antagonize the Poles. Little was done to reassure them that the 
British would concern themselves with Polish interests. The worst 
Polish suspicions were confirmed when Churchill failed to consult 
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them before his departure. No attempt had been made to co-ordinate 
British policies towards the Soviet Union with Polish objectives. That 
was probably due to the need to concentrate on more pressing military 
priorities with the result that long-term foreign policy aims were 
temporarily set aside. 

Churchill travelled to Cairo, then on 12 August to the Soviet Union 
and then back to Cairo. Anders, to Sikorski's fury, was first invited to 
dine with Churchill in Moscow on 15 August, and then got swept up 
into Churchill's entourage and briefly became one of the Prime Minis¬ 
ter's travelling companions. 62 

By all accounts, the British Prime Minister's idiosyncratic behaviour, 
as much as his unwillingness to accept guidance from British officials 
in the Soviet Union, and the lack of any benefits that Britain could offer 
the Soviet leader at the time, made it obvious that the visit would yield 
few tangible results. 63 The British refusal to plan for the opening of the 
second front in 1942 and difficulties in supplying the Soviet Union 
with arms and equipment placed Churchill in a position in which he 
could neither ask nor demand favours from Stalin. Churchill's offer of 
aerial assistance to the Caucasus front carried little weight with the 
Russians. Neither the British nor the American Chiefs of Staff liked the 
proposal. During direct talks in November between Soviet and allied 
representatives, the Soviet commanders demanded that they retain 
operational control over allied planes sent to assist them. By December 
the subject was dropped at Soviet insistence. 64 

Churchill's failure to take up with Stalin any Polish grievances was 
seen by the Polish government-in-exile as a major development contri¬ 
buting to the loss of Polish influence in Russia. Churchill did not 
decide to leave Polish demands off the list of points put to Stalin. The 
more likely explanation was that he simply did not think of them at a 
time when more urgent problems of British-Soviet co-operation were 
raised. Polish co-operation did not naturally present itself as a counter¬ 
weight to what was at the time a desperate need to appease and court 
the Soviet ally. Churchill had invited Anders to present his case, 
nevertheless Stalin's belligerence towards Churchill had nearly caused 
a premature end to the visit. Anders had therefore no opportunity to 
speak to Churchill and was instead invited to join him in Cairo. 65 

Within the Polish community Churchill's actions acquired a totally 
different meaning. Not only did they fuel the rivalry already existing 
between Anders and Sikorski but they also cast further doubts on 
Britain's commitment to Poland. Sikorski found out from a message 
dated 17 August about the failure of the Polish representatives in Russia 
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to place Polish issues on the agenda of the Churchill-Stalin meetings. 66 
The Polish Charge d'affaires in Kuibyshev, Henryk Sokolnicki, 
reported that, although Anders had a meeting with Churchill, the 
latter claimed not to have any knowledge of the problems and con¬ 
fined himself to questioning Anders about Soviet internal and military 
problems 67 Harriman, who accompanied Churchill, had also been 
informed of Polish grievances in relation to the Soviet authorities. But 
when asked by Anders whether he had taken up any of these issues in 
his contacts with the Soviet officials, Harriman confined himself to a 
statement that 'he had not had the opportunity to speak about our 
matters'. 68 It later turned out that Harriman had been given no instruc¬ 
tions by his government to speak on behalf of the Poles. 

Sikorski reacted very strongly to news that Anders had a meeting 
with Churchill in Moscow. He detected signs of insubordination in 
Anders' contacts with Churchill, Auchinleck and Alexander. On 18 
August, in a strongly worded message to Anders, he forbade him to 
make any representations to the British concerning the organization of 
troops in the Middle East. 69 He also instructed him to cancel his trip to 
Cairo. Organizational matters relating to the Polish army were to be 
discussed by General Klimecki, the Polish Chief of Staff, who was 
leaving for Cairo. 70 In a desperate bid to prevent the British and 
Anders from keeping his whole army in the Middle East, Sikorski also 
wrote to Generals Auchinleck and Alexander informing them of 
Klimecki's mission. The build-up of Polish units in Scotland was being 
pursued with the aim of preparing them for liberating Polish territory. 
Sikorski wrote with deep emotion to both generals: 

Attaching as I do, a great importance to the development of the 
armed forces in the Middle East, I must nevertheless take into 
account the necessity of coming to the help of the Polish Nation in 
the fight it will take up against the occupants at the moment when 
the ultimate outcome of the war will be in the balance, so as to hasten 
its liberation and to co-operate directly in the allied operation in the 
continent . 71 

The truth of the matter was that Sikorski was not merely fighting for 
the leadership of the exile government but more importantly for his 
policy of an independent Polish contribution to the war. The liberation 
of Poland was the most important objective of the military forces. 
Anders' actions threatened to reduce the capacity of the government 
to act independently and to reduce it to a supporting role in a British 
war. This in turn exposed the Polish government's failure to obtain a 
British commitment to the restoration of Poland in pre-war borders. 
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The placing under British command of all manpower resources 
created a situation in which Sikorski felt obliged to show that he was 
securing some commitments from Britain. The failure of British and 
American politicians to defend Polish interests undermined his policy 
and his defence of it. 72 This very point was made by Kot on 21 
August. 73 Kot had left the Soviet Union and, as special representative 
of the Polish government, was in the Middle East from where he 
continued sending messages full of innuendos and malice. He wrote to 
Sikorski that he had received information from Moscow that 'Church¬ 
ill and Harriman's failure to raise our cause even in passing was 
immediately sensed by the Soviets as a repudiation of ourselves by the 
Anglo-Saxons' 74 According to Kot, no assurances, which Churchill 
might subsequently give Sikorski, could alter the impression given 
that the British and Americans were backing out of assisting the Poles. 
For good measure, Kot added that Polish troops in the Middle East had 
been billeted in desert malarial areas which were considered unfit for 
British troops. Nevertheless, Sikorski chose to believe the argument 
put to him by Eden that Britain's failure to support Poland was due to 
a militarily inauspicious time being experienced by the British. 75 

Undeterred by his neglect of the Polish case in his conversations 
with Stalin, Churchill felt free to enquire how best Polish soldiers 
could be utilized in the British war effort in the Middle East. In Cairo, 
at a conference attended by Churchill, Anders and General Maitland 
Wilson, who was soon to assume responsibility for the Persia-Iraq 
Command, the Prime Minister stressed the need for Polish man¬ 
power 76 Discussing Anders' request that pressure be put on the Soviet 
authorities to obtain the release of an additional 60,000 men trapped in 
work battalions, Churchill reaffirmed that he would like to see as many 
men as possible from the Soviet Union added to the Polish formations 
in the Middle East. He nevertheless reserved for himself the choice of 
the moment to put pressure on Stalin. 77 He was aware that it would be 
some time before Britain would be in a position to request favours 
from the Soviet Union and told Anders, 'The Russians have an entirely 
justified impression that we are being idle'. 78 

On 20 August Sikorski had a meeting with Churchill at Chequers to 
discuss the latter's visit to Moscow. Churchill's handling of Sikorski 
was a mixture of bluster and crass insensitivity. Neither was likely to 
impress or placate Sikorski who wanted to talk about the Poles still in 
the Soviet Union and the need to put pressure on the Soviet authori¬ 
ties to allow their recruitment into Polish units. Initially Churchill tried 
to explain to Sikorski why he was not in a position to make any 
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demands of the Soviet Union. 79 He pointed out that on the one hand 
he had no victories to show and, on the other, he was not able to 
promise the Russians any assistance, not even in the form of supplies. 
He tried to assure Sikorski that as soon as the British military situation 
was improved he would put pressure on the Soviet authorities to 
satisfy all Polish demands. Sikorski disagreed with Churchill's claim 
that he had nothing to show. He claimed that British participation in 
the war was of key importance as a moral factor. By underestimating it 
the British denied themselves an opportunity to put pressure on 
Stalin. It was unfortunate that, at the end, Churchill with remarkable 
insensitivity advised Sikorski to go and visit Stalin once more. Church¬ 
ill's jocular statement that Sikorski and Stalin were men of very similar 
temperament was unlikely to be taken as a compliment by the Polish 
leader. Nor was his encouragement to Sikorski to visit Roosevelt 
couched in more tactful terms. Churchill pointed out that the main 
benefit to be derived from such a visit would be the support Sikorski 
could give the President in his campaign for re-election. 80 Churchill's 
sweeping commitment to support all Polish demands at the eventual 
peace conference did little to improve the intimacy of the occasion. 
The British Prime Minister seemed oblivious to the annoyance felt by 
the Poles, in common with other exile governments, at British unwill¬ 
ingness to get down to planning for the forthcoming victory. 

In the meantime the Poles persisted in the belief that plans for the 
liberation of Poland could now be developed and co-ordinated. The 
second front had been widely discussed in the course of 1942. They 
had always planned for military action in Poland to coincide with the 
invasion of Europe. Unfortunately, the tenuous nature of communi¬ 
cations between the Home Army in Poland and the exile government 
in London meant that details of joint action could never be fully 
co-ordinated with the operational head of the Home Army, General 
Stefan Grot-Rowecki. The strategy of the Home Army leadership was 
based on the assumption that the defeat of the Germans by Anglo- 
American forces would lead to the emergence of a power vacuum. This 
would give the Home Army an opportunity to establish control over 
Polish territory. In the event that the Soviet Union played a decisive 
role in the defeat of Germany in the east, the Home Army planned to 
'conserve its resources' in order to take action subsequently against 
Soviet troops. 81 In March 1942 Sikorski defined the role of the Home 
Army more narrowly, in particular forbidding it to take action against 
the Russians. 82 Disagreement between the Home Commander and 
Sikorski rumbled on through 1942. 
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In addition Sikorski tried to co-ordinate the objectives of the Home 
Army with allied Chiefs of Staff rather than just the Special Operations 
Executive (SOE). This suggests a certain lack of faith in the SOE, who 
were commissioned by the British government to liaise with European 
resistance movements. Moreover, among the British and allied leaders, 
the idea of national resistance movements assuming a key role in the 
liberation of Europe had, by the end of 1941, given way to plans for a 
large-scale invasion of Europe. 83 The reasons for the SOE's failure to 
establish its authority with the Polish government-in-exile were 
obvious. Once British and United States planners had decided on a 
European invasion in 1943, supplies to the SOE were limited. In 
August 1942 the SOE decided to stop supplying equipment to the 
Polish and Czechoslovak secret armies. 84 

Sikorski's distrust of the SOE had crystallized when, in April 1942, he 
had proposed the creation of an Allied General Staff, whose aim would 
have been to co-ordinate plans for the invasion of the Continent with 
insurrections in the occupied territories. 85 In his reply to Sikorski dated 
6 May General Brooke suggested that there was no need for an Allied 
General Staff and reiterated previous arguments that airborne action 
from Britain over Central Europe was impossible without diverting 
resources from Bomber Command and developing bases in Soviet 
territory. Since neither was possible at the time, British aerial action 
over Poland could not be considered seriously. 86 There were other 
reasons for the Chiefs of Staff refusal to be drawn into Sikorski's 
disagreements with the SOE. Their own reluctance to bypass the SOE 
was mingled with an anxiety lest the Polish government-in-exile domi¬ 
nate any association of small allied states. 87 In May 1942 a British 
government enquiry resulted in the SOE being given clearer guide¬ 
lines for future action. These went counter to the terms of reference 
sought by Sikorski which would have given the Home Army a central 
role in planning for the liberation of Poland. New directives issued to 
the SOE on 12 May specified clearly that henceforth the SOE was 
responsible for liaising and co-ordinating resistance action on the 
Continent. 88 

During the summer of 1942 Sikorski concentrated on what had by 
then become the key strategic issue of trying to ascertain the role 
assigned to Polish forces in British and American plans for the forth¬ 
coming invasion of Europe. All Polish military planning since October 
1939, when it had been decided to establish troops outside occupied 
Poland, had hinged on the premise that Poland would be liberated by 
military units coming back to Poland. The success of this plan 
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depended on allied co-operation. It was always realized that Polish 
forces abroad, even in co-operation with the Home Army in Poland, 
would not be strong enough to defeat the enemy unaided. In 1942, 
when the Poles became aware of joint Anglo-American strategies for 
the invasion of Italy and discussions with Stalin about plans for the 
second front, they became impatient to find out when and how the 
Allies proposed to liberate Poland. 

Sikorski assumed the initiative in relation to the British Chiefs of 
Staff in August 1942. Writing on 26 August to General Sir Bernard 
Paget, Commander-in-Chief of the Home Forces, Sikorski outlined the 
principles which would govern the employment of Polish forces in 
allied operations on the Continent. 89 He stated emphatically that he 
was setting out these principles for co-operation in order that: 

(a) they secure for the coming offensive on the Continent the partici¬ 
pation of Polish operational formations 

(b) it renders possible the expansion of the Polish Army on the Continent 
using the existing reserve of officers 

(c) support for an insurrection in Poland is secured . 90 

Sikorski also wanted British military planners to treat military action 
by the Home Army as being part of the great allied offensive. 
However, plans for the invasion of Europe were not advanced to such 
a degree of detail. In any case the SOE had been established to 
co-ordinate such actions. As a result of Polish insistence the Joint 
Planning Committee agreed in July 1942 to look at Polish proposals for 
co-ordinating the Home Army's actions with allied military plans. 91 
Only in October 1943 did the Chiefs of Staff Committee return to the 
Polish initiative and then only to defer it. 92 

The reorganization of Polish formations in the Middle East coin¬ 
cided with a major revision of British military thinking concerning that 
region. In September Auchinleck was replaced by General Alexander 
and General Maitland Wilson became responsible for the Persia-Iraq 
front. In July Auchinleck had presented a project for the reorgani¬ 
zation of the Polish forces in the Middle East. Sikorski disagreed with 
its detail and as a result the proposal was temporarily shelved. 93 
Events nevertheless overtook Sikorski. During his visit to Moscow and 
the Middle East Churchill discussed the manpower issue with his 
generals. Although he was out-manoeuvred by Anders, Sikorski tried 
at least to ensure that the reorganization of the Polish army in the 
Middle East fitted in with his ideas for the future action by the troops 
on the Balkan front. These and disciplinary problems led him to send 
his Chief of Staff to the Middle East in September. 
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General Klimecki left Britain on 20 September. Sikorski's written 
instructions to him were left intentionally vague. The most important 
directives were not written down. 94 Klimecki's report reveals the 
extent of his mission. In the first place he was to discuss the reorgani¬ 
zation of Polish units in the Middle East. Sikorski wanted the estab¬ 
lishment of a framework for the development of a full Polish army in 
the east. Auchinleck's earlier proposal for the creation of an army corps 
consisting of two divisions and a tank brigade was rejected on grounds 
that it did not utilize fully the available officer corps. 95 Instead Sikorski 
had proposed an army of two corps each made up of two divisions. He 
based his plans on a confident assumption that the Polish army in the 
Middle East would continue to be replenished by men evacuated from 
recruiting centres in the Soviet Union. The two proposals were dis¬ 
cussed at a War Office meeting on 5 August. Because of irreconcilable 
differences the whole project was temporarily shelved. 96 While 
Klimecki was to discuss the proposals with the British Command in the 
Middle East he was also supposed to prevent Anders from negotiating 
on behalf of the government in London. At stake was not merely the 
question of a reorganization of the military units. There were vital 
political discussions around these decisions and they were disputed by 
various factions within the Polish community. 

The creation of an army in the Middle East was being promoted in 
anticipation of a Balkan front. Kopariski has admitted that the training 
schedule in the summer of 1942 was aimed at preparing soldiers for 
action in the mountainous regions of the Balkans, the Caucasus, in 
Turkey and in Italy. 97 In November Sikorski submitted to Brooke and 
Churchill an extensive and detailed proposal for the future use of the 
Polish army. In it Sikorski made the suggestion that the Balkan area 
was the obvious and most promising operational zone for the Poles. 98 
Sikorski's reorganization plan assumed that the British would invest in 
rearming the Polish army and would provide it with tanks and 
mechanized equipment. 

On his arrival in Cairo Klimecki had several meetings with high- 
ranking British military commanders. On 24 August he had a prelimi¬ 
nary interview with Brigadier Elringham in the course of which he 
became acutely aware of the possibility that Anders had already 
agreed key issues with the British Middle East Command. 99 This 
meeting was followed by an interview with General Wilson. Klimecki's 
suspicion that Anders and the British had already concluded agree¬ 
ments for the reorganization of the Polish units was confirmed. He was 
told that Anders had given Brooke a copy of his own proposal. Anders' 
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project for the restructuring of Polish units was found to be more 
acceptable than Sikorski's because the former coincided with the 
British plans. Anticipating the imminent collapse of the Soviet 
defences in the Caucasus, Anders wanted the reorganization of Polish 
units in the Middle East to be as simple as possible in order that they go 
into action with British units there. 100 The document containing 
Anders' plan had been taken to London by Churchill who intended to 
put pressure on Sikorski to accept it. 101 Klimecki sent a radio message 
to Sikorski imploring him to reject the proposal put forward by Brooke 
and Churchill. He explained to Sikorski that Anders' aim was to make 
Polish troops available to the British as soon as possible. The objective 
of Auchinleck and Brooke, according to Klimecki, was to prepare three 
front line Polish divisions for action. This, he suspected, was being 
presented as a plan for a future army, whereas in reality it would mean 
no more than the provision of cannon fodder for enemy tanks, since 
the three divisions would be without adequate tank and artillery back 
up and thus would be incapable of offensive action. 102 

Anders' determination to facilitate British plans and Churchill's 
pressure caused Sikorski to abandon his own suggested reorgani¬ 
zation. On 12 September Sikorski accepted Anders' proposal and 
approved the formation of a Polish army in the east commanded by 
Anders. From its inception the new army was short of men and was no 
more than an army corps. Although it was assumed that recruitment 
would continue and that manpower would be available from the 
Soviet Union, Anders wanted it to be available for action within the 
shortest possible time. Its creation meant that the Poles were staking a 
claim to action in the Caucasus and the Mediterranean. 103 

Klimecki's other task was to establish Sikorski's authority among the 
officers of the units which had left the Soviet Union. Sikorski's inten¬ 
tions in relation to Anders merit some consideration. It appears that at 
this stage he did not want to remove Anders from his extremely 
influential position even though Anders was at times using it to 
challenge Sikorski's policies. He seemed to want merely to bring 
Anders to heel, rather than have him removed from the Middle East. 
This emerges from letters which Sikorski wrote to Kot in August. 104 
Discouraging Kot from trying to protect Anders from his anger, 
Sikorski explained that he felt that Anders had to be reminded that he 
was Sikorski's subordinate. In a statement which, in the circumstances, 
was probably as critical of the British as it was of the Soviet Union, he 
wrote about Anders: 'He'd better not play into the hands of foreign 
elements which do not intend to stand by promises made to Pol- 
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and'. 105 Two days later Sikorski informed Kot of Klimecki's mission. 106 
In it he explained once more that he had previously trusted Anders. 
This trust had been eroded, if only slightly. Nevertheless Klimecki's 
mission was to re-establish trust between the two men. In view of 
Anders' duplicity, Klimecki's trip had an unexpected result. Sikorski 
nominated Anders to the post of Commander of the Polish Army in 
the East. Reorganization and training commenced on 5 September. 
The majority of Polish units were concentrated in Iraq under the 
Persia-Iraq Command of General Maitland Wilson. 

The middle of 1942 was the high point of British military involve¬ 
ment in Iraq. The possibility of a German breakthrough in the Cauca¬ 
sus region made the defence of Iraq a matter of vital importance. 
Control of that area meant that Britain could plan the movement of 
troops from India to Egypt without having to think of the possibility of 
the Suez Canal being blocked. In addition, oil obtained from the Iraqi 
oilfields was used to supply the British Mediterranean fleet. 107 The 
importance of maintaining Iraq's commitment to the British war effort 
was forcefully made clear in May 1941 when Britain facilitated the 
overthrow of the anti-British government of Rashid Ali and its 
replacement by the compliant and pro-British rule of the regent Prince 
Abd al-Ilah. 108 The British and Soviet occupation of Iran in August 1941 
added to anxieties over that region. In order to retain a hold over Iran, 
Iraq had to be secure. Supplies to the Soviet Union were moved along 
the Trans-Iranian Rail route. But its capacity was limited and from May 
1942 a supplementary route through Iraq was used from Basra to 
northern Iran and the Soviet Union. 109 

Iraq was also seen as a supply route to Turkey. These supplies were 
becoming the most important bargaining counter against Turkish 
submission to Germany. Although Turkey remained committed to 
neutrality, in the summer of 1942 the Turkish government introduced 
a nuance into their interpretation of the word 'neutrality'. It spoke of 
'active neutrality', which in effect meant courting both Germany and 
Britain and willingly receiving their economic assistance. 110 In August 
the British Ambassador in Ankara reported that Turkey might be 
moving towards Germany as a result of a pragmatic Turkish judgment 
that Britain was unable to secure a victory. 111 Not until 1943 did the 
German threat to the south-eastern regions of Russia diminish, 
although in early October 1942 the Soviet High Command believed 
that it had halted the German momentum. 112 It is important to note 
that Churchill too perceived that the German failure to capture Stal¬ 
ingrad then marked the beginning of Germany's defeat. 113 But short 
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of allied military achievements there was little that Britain could do to 
impress the Turkish government of the advantages of remaining 
neutral. 114 

For the British, the autumn of 1942 was a time of military success. On 
8 November operation 'Torch', the invasion of North Africa, was 
launched. The initial stages of the American landing in North Africa in 
the wake of operation 'Supercharge' aimed at defeating Rommel's 
units seemed to have been successful. By 6 November the victory of 
that operation was a foregone conclusion. 115 With allied control of the 
Mediterranean coast of North Africa being virtually assured, even if 
not yet achieved, both Churchill and Roosevelt considered their next 
move with greater confidence than hitherto. Churchill returned to the 
subject of the German threat to the Caucasus. He and Roosevelt 
considered it likely that Turkey could now be induced to come in on 
the allied side. 116 

In these circumstances it was not surprising that the Poles tried to 
plan their military strategy on the basis of that being widely discussed 
by the British and the American leadership. But the Polish leaders had 
to adjust to a new situation, which had not been considered in earlier 
plans. The bulk of the Polish fighting capacity was now concentrated 
in Iraq. The dilemma of finding the most direct route to Poland, one 
that did not entail dependence on the Soviet war effort, had to be 
faced once more with the added quandary of how to make Polish 
troops indispensable to the British without ending up fighting for 
British imperial interests alone. The likelihood of Polish troops assum¬ 
ing a direct role in the defeat of Germany and the liberation of Poland 
appeared smaller than at any time since the beginning of the war. 

Nevertheless at the end of 1942 Polish military leaders thought that 
the dispersal of Polish soldiers to faraway places was a situation which 
could be turned to their advantage in pursuit of their ultimate objec¬ 
tive of marching back to liberate Poland. This very point was made in 
an expose of the Minister for National Defence dated 11 December 
1942. 117 General Kukiel reported to the Military Commission of the 
National Council that 'it is an advantageous circumstance that we 
have our forces so distributed, that they can place themselves in any of 
the two hypothetical directions of allied offensive in the continent 7 . 

Sikorski wrote to Churchill on 17 November 118 and to General 
Brooke on 18 November, 119 in both cases enclosing the same extensive 
memorandum which explained Polish plans for the future war and 
stating where and how the Polish military effort could assist the allied 
grand strategy, while aiming at the liberation of Poland. 120 Polish 
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military estimates for the winter and spring of 1943 were based on the 
assumption that the defeat of Rommel in North Africa was a foregone 
conclusion and that Germany was unlikely to be successful in any 
future actions against the Soviet Union. It was believed by the Poles 
that the Soviet Union would be unable to mount a counter-offensive 
until the spring of 1943 while the Germans were unlikely to capture 
Stalingrad, occupy the Caucasus, or make progress in north-east 
Russia. According to the Polish military analysts, German initiative 
would therefore go in the direction of consolidating already occupied 
regions and preventing the Allies from capturing strategic areas. 
Sikorski therefore felt that the Allies should watch carefully German 
actions in the Iberian peninsula and in the Balkans since, having 
reached stalemate elsewhere, these were the only two areas in which 
the Germans were likely to launch military offensives. 121 He felt that it 
would be undesirable to allow the Germans to move crack troops from 
the east to the west or the south-east. Sikorski concluded this section of 
the memorandum with a recommendation that the Allies immediately 
and resolutely assume the initiative. 

Sikorski's key recommendation was that the Allies should attempt to 
divide the two German areas of troop concentration, in the east and in 
the west respectively. 'To enter between them, to separate them and to 
defeat them separately, appears to be the correct central idea', wrote 
Sikorski. This separation of the German defences could be done by 
military action from the north into the heartland of Germany and by 
eliminating the main defence lines on the Rhine and the Siegfried 
Line. An attack from the south through Italy was considered inadvisa¬ 
ble because of geographical difficulties. Therefore, according to 
Sikorski, the Balkan front offered the best opportunity for the Allies to 
break the stalemate and defeat German troops before they could 
regroup. 122 This plan was developed further: 

Operations organized here [in the Balkans], and provided with well- 
developed bases in the Middle East, will bring the Allies to the 
Romanian oil fields, which are vital to the German interests, and the 
capture of which would deprive the Germans of one of their main 
assets in their arguments concerning their alleged invincibility. Even 
comparatively small forces used in this route, which would pass 
through Allied countries such as Greece, and Yugoslavia, or through 
countries quarrelling with each other such as Bulgaria, Romania or 
Hungary, might penetrate fairly easily. An attack from the Balkans 
coinciding with an armed rising in Poland, and subsequently sup¬ 
ported by Czechoslovakia, would completely separate the German 
forces and cut them off from German armies fighting in Russia . 123 
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The Poles rejected the suggestion that the defeat of Germany should 
be viewed as a long, drawn-out effort, in which the Allies could count 
on exhausting Germany's resources and will to fight. Aerial action 
aimed at breaking down the morale of the enemy was likely to lead 
only to a partial victory. Nor should the war effort against Japan be 
allowed to distract the Allies from the main task of defeating the key 
enemy, Germany. 

While assuring the Poles of the possibility of liberating Poland, 
Sikorski's plan encompassed most of the deeply cherished political 
hopes of the Polish military leadership. Poland would make a major 
military contribution to the war effort and with it Poland's political 
importance would be recognized. Military action in the Balkans would 
establish Polish primacy in areas which were considered a Polish 
sphere of influence. Finally the Red Army would not be given an 
opportunity to venture outside Russian territories since the Soviet 
military role was to be limited to holding the Caucasus and the Eastern 
front, and the Soviet political role was to be reduced to placating 
Turkey. Sikorski recommended that the Soviet Union should be 
allowed to 'play the most important part... by guaranteeing Turkey's 
territorial integrity and giving up her claims to the Straits'. 124 Even the 
withdrawal of the German army from Russia was not to be the result of 
a Soviet counter-offensive. The secret army in occupied Poland would, 
in co-operation with Britain, render German lines of communication 
inoperative and the Germans would withdraw from the Eastern front 
from fear of being cut off from the Reich. 

In the letter to Churchill, which accompanied the above memoran¬ 
dum, Sikorski outlined the role envisaged for Polish troops in the 
forthcoming allied offensive. 125 He emphasized that, 'In the expecta¬ 
tion of decisive action on the continent in 1943,1 would like to make it 
clear that all the existing Polish Fighting Forces desire to take part in 
them'. The Polish air force and the Parachute Brigade were to be 
reserved for action in Poland. The use of units presently being trained 
in Scotland could not be predicted but the army corps in the Middle 
East, according to Sikorski, 'ought to be present wherever decisive 
action will be undertaken'. 126 In the report Sikorski had already stated 
that he considered the defence of the Iran-Iraq front to be of key 
importance, since he believed that the Soviet army was unlikely to be 
able to contribute anything there, other than to continue holding the 
Caucasus, which was where Sikorski wanted them to stay. Sikorski 
proposed to assume command over the Polish army if and when it 
went into battle, his understanding being that such a battle would be 
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not merely decisive but most probably also final, and would lead to the 
defeat of Germany. 

The Chiefs of Staff were directed to consider Sikorski's memoran¬ 
dum. On 8 December General Leslie Hollis, Minister of Defence, duly 
reported to Churchill that in the view of his colleagues, 'it was as yet 
too early to enter into any firm commitment for the employment of the 
Polish First Army Corps, but that we should bear in mind General 
Sikorski's wishes when the appropriate time comes'. 127 A letter from 
Brooke to Sikorski made this very point but also cautioned against 
raising hopes regarding the deployment of the Parachute Brigade in 
the liberation of Poland. 128 Shortages of suitable aircraft and the great 
distances involved were given as reasons. It is interesting to note the 
relative scale of Sikorski's request. In accordance with Polish plans, the 
Parachute Brigade was to number 2,300 men. When Brooke wrote his 
letter to Sikorski in effect refusing to make any commitment to British 
assistance in the liberation of Poland, the Poles had already placed at 
British disposal, in addition to the 75,000 men in the Middle East, 
approximately 9,700 air crew, 22,750 infantry men in Scotland and 
2,400 in the navy. The British military leaders therefore had under 
their direct command and in training approximately 112,000 Polish 
men. 

At this stage it was still not possible to forecast developments in 
Eastern Europe. Even though it increasingly seemed likely that Poland 
was going to be liberated by Soviet troops it was still impossible to 
predict the Soviet Union's economic and military situation at the end 
of the war. Brooke's letter to Sikorski suggested that, notwithstanding 
the increasing Polish contribution to the war, British military leaders 
had no plans for action in that region. To assume any military initiative 
in Central and Eastern Europe would have meant a major 
readjustment in British troop disposition. More importantly it would 
have meant either closer co-operation with Soviet troops or, at worst, a 
confrontation with the Soviet Union, whose belief that the region was 
its sphere of interest had been articulated from the onset of British- 
Soviet co-operation. British military leaders clearly thought in the 
same way as the political leaders, namely that the fate of that part of 
Europe was not a matter of immediate concern to the British empire. 
Attempts by the Polish govemment-in-exile to nudge British military 
planners in the direction of direct involvement in plans for the liber¬ 
ation of Polish territories were therefore always bound to be unsuc¬ 
cessful. 

In November 1942 Sikorski set out for another trip to the United 
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States. The officially stated reason for the visit was to liaise with 
American Chiefs of Staff on matters of future strategy. There is no doubt 
though that this was no more than a pretext. It had become vital for 
Sikorski to obtain United States support in his dealings with the Soviet 
Union in particular since British support was not forthcoming. 129 The 
other objective of the trip was to mobilize the Polish community in 
America, the importance of which Sikorski had not fully appreciated 
during his earlier visits. The Polish government in London had come 
round to the view that Polish-American support could prove vital in 
persuading Roosevelt's administration to take a keener interest in 
Polish affairs. 130 Arriving in Washington on 2 December, Sikorski was 
greeted by Roosevelt with apparent warmth and concern for the diffi¬ 
culties experienced by the Poles in their dealings with the Soviet lead¬ 
ers. 131 In reality the visit was a waste of time. Ciechanowski perceived 
no possibility of the State Department allowing itself to be diverted 
from pursuing its chosen course of diplomatic relations with the Soviet 
Union. 132 Roosevelt too was unwilling to go beyond generalizations. 
He encouraged Sikorski to visit Stalin again but was only prevailed 
upon to support the Polish cause to the extent of giving Sikorski a letter 
stating his support for Poland in vague platitudes. 133 Sikorski knew that 
he had failed to obtain any real guarantees from the United States. On 
10 January he told Ciechanowski about Roosevelt, 'and yet he has not 
discussed with me the subjects he intends to raise at his pending 
meeting with Churchill and possibly with Soviet representatives'. 134 

Attempts to obtain the support of the Polish community in America 
were unsuccessful because Sikorski did not show sufficient sensitivity 
to divisions within that community. His contacts were confined to 
talks with the Polish Council whereas the more influential and better 
organized Committee of Americans of Polish Extraction was ignor¬ 
ed. 135 Not only were Sikorski and his policies towards the Soviet 
Union attacked in the American press, but, more importantly, the 
Polish community was not united in putting pressure on Roosevelt to 
support the Polish cause in talks with the Russians. 

Back in London Mitkiewicz brutally damned Sikorski's attempts to 
drum up support in America by describing them as the travels of Don 
Quixote, 'gathering the fruits of cheap press references, and even 
inspired articles'. 136 Some tangible commitment from Roosevelt would 
have given Sikorski a diplomatic success with which to fend off 
criticism of his policies from within his own government and the 
National Council. The failure of his trip unleashed further attacks on 
his style of governing and on his foreign policy. 137 
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For the Poles 1942 had been a year during which gradually but 
conclusively most illusions had been destroyed. They had started the 
year in hope that Poland's position as one of the major wartime Allies 
would be enhanced rather than diminished. With its end came the 
realization that what were now the Three Big Allies were not willing to 
accord Poland a position of influence. Poland's bitterness in relation to 
the Allies was to increase precisely because it came at a time of 
maximum Polish effort to become militarily involved in the war. 
Indeed, the sad irony of the government-in-exile's situation was that it 
was allowed few illusions concerning its minor role at the very time 
when the Polish military effort was encouraged, and became associ¬ 
ated directly and more than ever before with the British war effort. 
Internal conflicts, most notably between Sikorski and Anders, contri¬ 
buted to the collapse of Poland's political position at a time when her 
military contribution was channelled in directions perceived vital to 
the British empire but clearly away from areas of consequence to the 
liberation of Poland. To withhold that military contribution was 
inconceivable to most Poles, notwithstanding differences of opinion 
about the relative importance of co-operation with the Soviet Union 
and Britain. 

In contrast to the Poles, by the end of 1942 most British political and 
military leaders could realistically plan for the final military offensive. 
This meant that Britain's relations with the Soviet Union, never char¬ 
acterized by clarity of vision, could at least be more assertive. The first 
stages of Britain's Grand Strategy, the liberation of North Africa and 
the securing of the Mediterranean, appeared to be within reach. Plans 
for the invasion of Europe could now be considered in detail. But 
precisely because of this the need for Soviet co-operation increased 
rather than diminished: hence the collapse of Poland's negotiating 
position. The Poles and the policies of the Polish government-in-exile 
elicited strong reactions at times. But major policy decisions were 
based neither on romantic and heroic adulation of the Poles nor on 
latent antipathies for the pettiness of the old regime. On the contrary, 
the disdain so frequently expressed by Foreign Office officials as much 
as the callousness displayed by the military leaders was allowed to 
prevail only because neither the restoration of Poland nor the estab¬ 
lishment of a pro-British regime there could be a central plank of 
Britain's European policy. 




7 1943, the end of Polish-Soviet 

co-operation 


In 1943, for the first time since the beginning of the war, the military 
initiative seemed to have passed from Germany to Britain and the 
Soviet Union. In the European theatres of war plans were developed 
for the major thrust against the enemy. As a result post-war territorial 
settlements became less matters of testing the Allies' goodwill towards 
each other and more questions of the post-war European balance of 
power. Irrespective of plans developed in Washington and London, 
military realities were increasingly likely to define territorial and poli¬ 
tical changes. When it appeared that neither British nor American 
troops were likely to set foot on the Continent, the entry of Soviet 
troops into Central and South-eastern Europe was likely to be the 
overriding reality. The negotiating power of all small allied govern¬ 
ments would be diminished unless agreements were reached with the 
liberating armies and their governments. 

For the Polish govemment-in-exile these developments were par¬ 
ticularly unpropitious. Since it aimed to return in advance of, or at 
least at the same time as allied troops reached Poland, in 1943 it faced 
only a few policy choices and those only confirmed its weakening 
position. The stark reality of the exile government's position was that it 
had ended up in the wrong place and had committed all its resources 
to the wrong ally. It is doubtful whether in 1940, when the key 
decisions were made, or even subsequently anyone in the politically 
active Polish circles in exile could have foreseen what would happen. 
Unexpected events in the first half of 1943 only confirmed the Polish 
government's inability to control developments in their country. 

The withdrawal of Polish troops from the Soviet Union marked the 
end of Polish military and political co-operation with that country. The 
Katyn revelations led to a formal break in diplomatic relations between 
the two governments. These developments had momentous long-term 
implications for both sides, but most notably for the Poles. As far as the 
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British were concerned, the ending of Polish-Soviet relations did little 
to alter their already established attitude towards Poland. By the 
beginning of 1943 Polish-British relations had settled into an irreversi¬ 
ble pattern. The two signal features of British relations with the exile 
government became heavy use of Polish manpower resources and a 
bland acceptance that Britain would not be able to repay the moral 
debt by supporting the Poles in their dealings with the Soviet Union. 
In that respect 1943 saw few surprises in relations between the British 
and Polish government. Neither the Katyn revelations, nor prepar¬ 
ations for the liberation of Italy in which the Polish forces were to take 
part, altered the already established British attitude towards Poland. 
Sikorski's death on 3 July 1943 merely added the inconvenience of 
having once more to establish control over the fractious Polish leaders. 
While it was appreciated within British political and military spheres 
that a valuable allied leader had been lost, this did little to alter British 
policy towards the Polish question. 

The breakdown of Polish-Soviet relations in the first half of 1943 led 
to an estrangement which was never resolved. This situation was to be 
more damaging to Polish interests than those of the other Allies. The 
Polish government's determination to end diplomatic relations with 
the Soviet Union coincided with the Soviet leadership's decision to 
create and back a new Polish authority in the Soviet Union, the Union 
of Polish Patriots. This measure signalled a break with previous Soviet 
initiatives. The Polish government-in-exile had heard rumours of the 
creation of Red Polish units, a Polish-speaking radio station had been 
broadcasting in the Soviet Union since 1942 and in December 1941 an 
Initiative Group had been parachuted into Poland by the Comintern 
and had sought to gain backing for a broad programme of national 
unity and political reform. The Soviet authorities' decisions in the 
spring of 1943 could not be seen only as a means of putting pressure on 
the London Poles or other Allies. They all had the appearance of a 
major shift which came in the wake of a dramatic deterioration in 
relations between the Polish government-in-exile and the Soviet 
government. 

On 28 April 1943, Wanda Wasilewska broadcast a statement that 
decisions relating to Poland were to be made in Poland and not in 
London and would depend upon the Poles' own contribution to the 
defeat of the Nazis. Her broadcast was on Soviet radio, rather than the 
Polish language service, presumably to give it world-wide exposure. 1 
On 6 May the formation of a Polish Division in Russia, headed by 
General Zygmunt Berling, was announced. The political implications 
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of the decision could not be overlooked. In March the Polish 
government-in-exile had discussed the possibility that the Soviet 
authorities would make such an announcement and issued a directive 
aimed at preventing the Soviet authorities from being able to claim 
that this was a Polish initiative. The directive firmly stated that the 
formation of Polish units in the Soviet Union without prior political 
agreements with the Polish government constituted a provocation and 
could not be approved by that government. 2 An air of unreality hung 
over the deliberations of the exile government. Sikorski felt that the 
Soviet winter offensive was slowing down and that, having briefly 
secured a strong negotiating position, in the spring the Soviet govern¬ 
ment's military and hence also political position would be challenged 
by the other Allies. 3 

The exile government's ability and willingness to negotiate with the 
Russians diminished in the first months of 1943. The Soviet authorities 
refused to allow any more Poles to leave and stopped all recruitment 
by the Polish government in London. Talks on the eastern borders had 
reached a stalemate. There was an evident unwillingness on the part 
of the Soviet government to pursue discussions concerning Poland. 
The British government felt that the Poles were being unrealistic and 
that the Russians were being intransigent. 4 German radio broadcasts 
on 12 April announcing the discovery of mass graves of Polish officers 
converted what might still conceivably have been a temporary impasse 
into a permanent breach. On 17 April, without prior consultation with 
the British and acting on the recommendation of its Council of Minis¬ 
ters, the Polish government requested the International Red Cross to 
investigate the matter. On 25 April the Soviet authorities responded by 
breaking off diplomatic relations with the Polish government-in-exile. 
At a crucial time in allied negotiations on the future conduct of the 
war, Poland had no diplomatic contact with the Soviet Union. The 
Polish-Soviet estrangement alienated Britain further from Poland. 
Churchill was now even less willing to see the Polish issue intrude 
upon the course of British-Soviet relations. These were going through 
a particularly difficult stage, in which Churchill increasingly sought to 
reassure the Soviet leadership of Britain's commitment to the war. 

During Churchill's visit to the United States in May 1943 the future 
conduct of the war was discussed. 5 The result of combined British and 
American Staff talks was agreement that the Mediterranean was to be 
the next theatre of operation. The cross-Channel landing was to be 
postponed until 1 May 1944. 6 While never entirely discounting the 
need for Mediterranean action, Stalin apparently harboured appre- 
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hensions about its consequences for the Eastern front in the spring of 
1943. 7 The suspension of the Arctic convoys, the failure of the 
American daylight raids to halt or disrupt military production in 
Germany, combined with a whole variety of smaller but significant 
issues raised doubts about allied understanding of the Soviet war 
effort. Although plans had been mooted for a possible meeting of the 
leaders of the three major Allies they did little to remove these real 
sources of distrust. 

In July Stalin showed his displeasure with allied actions and plans 
by recalling to Moscow the Soviet Ambassador in London, Ivan 
Maisky. According to the latter the decision to postpone the cross- 
Channel landing and the manner in which it had been reached, 
without prior consultation with the Soviet leader, caused extreme 
irritation in Moscow. 8 Only in September was he officially replaced by 
Feodor Gusev, a man of evidently less standing. 9 

A reappraisal in Stalin's policy appeared to be taking place not only 
in relation to the Polish question. The dissolution of the Comintern, 
the creation of a new Polish authority and army in the Soviet Union, 
the recognition of the Free French authorities, the formation of the 
National Committee for a Free Germany in July 1943 and the estab¬ 
lishment of constructive relations with Benes> all indicate that the 
Soviet authorities were exploring new options. It has been suggested 
that Stalin had hoped for an agreement with Hitler at the beginning of 
1943 and, only when the Nazis appeared unwilling to enter into 
negotiations, did he seek to strengthen his contacts with Britain and 
the United States. 10 This implies that the failure to establish closer and 
therefore constructive contacts between the Allies should be blamed 
entirely on the Soviet Union. The creation of the Free Germany 
Committee in May 1943 and the League of German Officers in Septem¬ 
ber, conspicuously neither comprising Communists, is seen as an 
attempt by Stalin to cultivate an alternative, this time internal, source 
of opposition to Hitler. 11 Soviet determination to pursue closer con¬ 
tacts with the western Allies in September is attributed to the failure of 
their German policy. 12 There is another explanation for these diplo¬ 
matic initiatives. According to the military historian John Erickson, 
'these events and demarches did not suggest that Stalin was embarking 
on any new major policy initiatives, but he was certainly establishing 
bridgeheads, enlisting lesser Allies within the alliance and clearing the 
ground for action against a number of eventualities'. 13 

At the root of Stalin's apprehensions in the first half of 1943 lay the 
belief that the Germans were preparing a new counter-offensive 
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against the Soviet Union. This indeed was launched on 5 July. By 
October 1943 Stalin was sufficiently confident of ultimate victory over 
German forces to be able to plan for the liberation of the Ukrainian and 
Byelorussian region. He went further and, at a Foreign Ministers 
meeting in Moscow at the end of October, he signalled his willingness 
to assist the Allies in the defeat of Japan. 14 Plans for future military 
action would no longer be confined to the liberation of Soviet territory, 
but would broadly address the issue of the European war and the 
Pacific theatre. Thus the dominant position of the Soviet Union in all 
debates concerning the future of Central and South-eastern Europe 
was dramatically asserted by the autumn of 1943. The division of 
Europe into spheres of influence was clearly going to take effect 
because the Soviet army was increasingly likely to defeat Germany in 
Eastern and South-eastern Europe. Furthermore these military victor¬ 
ies were likely to be achieved without any major military action being 
taken in Western Europe. Even more importantly, the Soviet thrust 
west was neither accompanied nor preceded by political agreements 
concerning spheres of influence or operational zones. 

This does not adequately explain the lack of any tangible diplomatic 
initiative on the part of Britain and the United States. At the beginning 
of 1943 no long-term planning in relation to Central and South-eastern 
Europe was attempted by both states either individually or jointly. In 
the autumn when the Soviet army was poised to establish control over 
the whole of Central Europe, neither Britain nor the United States had 
developed plans for the future of Europe. Nor had they discussed 
policies for the economic and military reconstruction of a Europe 
which would obviously be in need of some assistance and aid, while 
coping with the inevitable problems which would stem from the 
redrawing of frontiers that were no longer viable. Thus an additional 
factor, permitting the establishment of Soviet primacy over decisions 
concerning the future of Central and South-eastern Europe, was the 
deliberate British and American decision to concentrate on consolidat¬ 
ing their own still slender victories. In effect the western Allies had 
established no avenues for influencing Soviet policies in liberated 
territories, irrespective of public statements to the contrary and official 
messages to the Soviet authorities that they should not think of 
retaining territories acquired in September 1939 and subsequently. It 
may be that these issues went unexplored by the British and United 
States authorities because of their preoccupation with the more press¬ 
ing matter of securing a victory against the enemy. While this point is a 
valid one, it remains a puzzling feature of British and American 
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discussions in 1943 that so little attention was paid to the implications 
of the establishment by the Soviet Union of a dominant political 
position in Central and South-eastern Europe in the wake of military 
action. 

The standing of the western Allies with the Soviet leadership was 
reduced not just by the postponement of the second front, but also by 
the equally controversial question of supplies to the Soviet Union. 
Because of the heavy losses incurred by the Arctic convoys the British 
Cabinet decided in March 1943 to cancel them for the time being. 15 But 
the decision had also been motivated by the British desire to concen¬ 
trate all resources on planning the invasion of Sicily. 16 After the 
Anglo-American conference in Casablanca in January 1943, both 
British and American leaders appear to have agreed that supplies to 
the Soviet Union should be a priority in case the Soviet ally took the 
opportunity to negotiate with Germany. But even if a decision to 
continue supplies to the Soviet Union was made on the highest level, 
the realities of the complex undertaking destroyed any political credit 
that might have been obtained from it. Aid was increased as a result of 
the Third Protocol, signed by representatives of the Soviet Union, 
Britain and the United States in October 1943. But the British aid was of 
the wrong kind. 17 Throughout 1943 the clear contrast between, on the 
one hand, official statements concerning aid to Russia and, on the 
other, the logistical difficulties of delivering it, diminished the political 
value of the exercise, even if the aid given was increased and invari¬ 
ably was at the expense of British needs. Conflicts between Soviet and 
British personnel cast long shadows over all dealings. At the Moscow 
Conference of Foreign Ministers in October 1943 it was agreed to 
establish committees and bodies to discuss post-war matters. These 
eventually settled the issues of planning for post-war Europe raised by 
the Soviet Union. 18 

By the end of 1943, it has been said. 

The British ceased to think that they could extract any political 
benefits from their relations with Poland, and, instead, those relations 
were increasingly seen as exclusively ones of moral obligation to an 
ally, though that factor had obviously been present since the earliest 
days of the alliance . 19 

An uneasy feeling of owing a moral debt to Poland did indeed hang 
over all Cabinet deliberations concerning Poland. To some extent the 
British leadership knew that it had a real duty towards the Poles. But 
contacts between the Polish and British governments had not been 
based entirely on sentiments and vague feelings of obligation. Since 
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the Poles sought desperately and by all military means to assert their 
worth as fighting Allies, their appeal to the British to side with them in 
their difficulties with the Soviet Union invoked not the British sense of 
fair play, but the understanding that a debt of gratitude had been 
earned and was to be discharged. But the link between the Polish 
military contribution and British political support was not one which 
the British wanted to acknowledge and the Poles, because of their own 
keenness to fight, were never able to exploit it. 

At the beginning of 1943 the British, like the Soviet authorities but 
for entirely different reasons, found themselves negotiating with two 
separate Polish authorities. Anders, now in the Middle East, entered 
with relish into political discussions, in particular those relating to the 
Soviet war effort and the policies of the Sikorski government. The 
already strongly pronounced anti-Soviet feelings among the Polish 
soldiers in the Middle East were swelled by Soviet unwillingness to 
allow the families of Polish soldiers to leave the Soviet Union, and 
news of changes in Soviet nationality laws obliging Poles from the 
eastern territories to assume Soviet nationality. Anders' open hostility 
to any policy of co-operation with the Russians was very popular with 
the soldiers who saw him as their protector. 

Sikorski, after his return from the United States, faced once more the 
well-rehearsed criticism of his dictatorial style of governing. The hosti¬ 
lity of the Polish President towards him continued to be a problem. 20 
Raczkiewicz and Sosnkowski officially supported Sikorski against his 
critics but at the same time associated themselves with calls for 
broadening the government and reducing the powers of the Prime 
Minister. 21 Reports from the Middle East caused the British and 
Sikorski sufficient anxiety for both sides to appreciate that it was 
essential for the Polish Prime Minister to travel there in person. The 
government-in-exile's response to rumours of insubordination among 
the troops in the Middle East and anti-government agitation among 
Poles based there was to make several key appointments, most notably 
a Government Delegate, to re-establish London's authority among the 
soldiers and the refugees. 22 

The quarrels among the Poles in London and the Middle East were 
of direct interest to the British authorities. There was an understand¬ 
able concern about the morale of the troops, but the political con¬ 
sequences were also serious. Anders appeared to be posing a challenge 
to Sikorski's position and that created preconditions for further insta¬ 
bility within the Polish community and moreover could affect British- 
Soviet relations. Since plans had not yet been drawn up for the use of 
Polish troops, British anxiety about Anders' actions reflected appre- 




1943, the end of Polish-Soviet co-operation 


173 


hensions about the political implications of his statements and actions. 
On 1 February the Minister of State in Cairo reported that, during a 
dinner he had with Anders, the latter called for the launching of a 
'propaganda effort throughout the world to persuade people how bad 
the Russians really are'. 23 Open criticism of Sikorski was also expressed 
on this and other occasions. The British authorities were keen to know 
what was happening and an enquiry was instigated. On 6 February it 
was reported from Cairo that a group headed by Anders' aide-de- 
camp, apparently without Anders' explicit approval but possibly with 
his knowledge, hoped to 'set up General Anders in opposition to 
General Sikorski, as the head of state largely on German lines, with a 
totalitarian youth movement to ensure a strong Poland after the 
war'. 24 From Cairo came the suggestion that Sikorski should visit the 
troops as soon as possible. 

Anders was trying to achieve precisely what Sikorski had tried to do 
earlier, namely to link political demands with the willingness and 
ability of the Polish troops to fight the allied cause. Having destroyed 
the basis of Sikorski's negotiating position in the Soviet Union, Anders 
independently pursued a policy of trying to obtain British support for 
his own version of Polish demands. On 2 April the Minister of State in 
Cairo reported that Anders, while extolling the fighting capacity of the 
Poles, was also insinuating that their morale was being affected by 
their lack of confidence in their government in London. 25 The content 
of the report suggests that Anders was hoping that the British govern¬ 
ment would in some way get rid of Sikorski and replace him with 
someone whose policies would be less damaging to the fighting 
capacity of the Polish army under British command. 

The matter was sufficiently important for Churchill to take an 
interest in it and for it to be presented at the next Cabinet meeting 26 
In a personal minute to Cadogan dated 3 April Churchill instructed 
that all assistance should be given to Sikorski in his planned visit to 
the Middle East 27 It was not considered wise or opportune for the 
British to take up the Polish cause with the Soviet Union. Candidly 
Churchill noted, 'my influence is not supported by a sufficient mili¬ 
tary contribution to the common cause to make my representations 
effective'. But at the same time Churchill wanted the Polish troops 
and warned: 

The troops should be made aware that any failure on their part of 
discipline and of readiness to act against the common foe in a 
coherent manner will relieve the Allies, and particularly Great Britain, 
of the obligation they have to secure the existence of a strong Poland 
after the war . 28 
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Churchill's high-handed warning bore little relation to the realities of 
diplomatic exchanges between the British and the Polish authorities 
during the past year. Nevertheless henceforth Anders was kept on a 
very short leash. In particular the Katyn revelations and the acrimo¬ 
nious exchanges taking place between the Polish and Soviet authori¬ 
ties required, from the British point of view, firm handling so as not to 
disrupt training in the Middle East. The British authorities wished to 
side-step the problem and its ensuing ramifications and in order to do 
so orders were given to Anders 'that there was to be no criticism of 
Russia or any objectionable publicity or provocative action'. 29 

In order to forestall any further intrigues within Middle East-based 
Polish units the British authorities had already decided that Sikorski's 
visit there was vital. The possibility of bringing Anders to London was 
also considered. Clearly some sort of reconciliation between Anders 
and Sikorski was advisable. 30 On 24 May, prior to his departure for the 
Middle East, Sikorski had an interview with Eden. Eden's minute 
makes depressing reading. It was clear that Sikorski had seen the end 
of all his political hopes. If Katyn marked the end of a hope for a future 
rapprochement with the Soviet Union, it also signalled Sikorski's failure 
to rally the other Allies in support of the Polish cause. The hallmark of 
Sikorski's previous exchanges with allied leaders was his determi¬ 
nation to allow no one to forget that he represented a fighting ally, not 
a supplicant minor state. From the very beginning Sikorski sought to 
maintain the clear connection between the political objectives to be 
achieved through military co-operation and the need to plan for the 
liberation of Poland by Polish forces. On 24 May, according to Eden, 
Sikorski 'did not know what our plans were and he did not ask'. 
Instead he 'begged most earnestly' that Polish troops should have the 
opportunity of going into battle. 31 

It seems that Sikorski did not believe that the Katyn affair and its 
diplomatic consequences would result in a total and irreversible 
breach in Polish-Soviet relations. Mitkiewicz reported that at the 
beginning of May 1943 within Polish government circles the crisis was 
viewed as a likely long-term problem, but not a terminal one. He 
himself thought that the most damaging aspect of the breach in 
relations between the London government and the Soviet Union was 
the fact that henceforth the Poles would be entirely dependent on 
Britain and the United States arguing their case with the Soviet 
authorities. 32 Sikorski still hoped to be able to go back to the idea of 
creating new Polish units in the Soviet Union, a point which he put to 
Eden on 24 May. This suggests that, in spite of all his pessimism, he 
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had not abandoned the hope that negotiations with the Soviet Union 
would ultimately be resumed. Eden noted that Sikorski tried uncon¬ 
vincingly to present Berling's initiative as a continuation of the 
previous policy. Sikorski went even further in trying to identify 
issues which would make it more difficult to re-establish relations 
with the Soviet Union in the future. He considered the creation of 
new Polish military units to be a particularly difficult issue. As he told 
Eden: 

One division might be endured but if further troops were to be raised 
this was bound to create complications for Polish Government both 
now and later when relations with Russia were restored. If it were 
possible for the Polish and Soviet Governments to reach agreement 
on other matters he could accept this one division as being part of 
Polish forces and leave it in Russia. 

Eden made no comment. 33 From the British embassy in Moscow came 
a despairing note, 'It shows he has a long road to go before he 
understands the present situation'. 34 To Sikorski's credit, it was 
remarked that he was not prepared to go along with Anders' calls for 
the execution of Berling who would, like Anders, have to be evacuated 
from the Soviet Union before this could be done. 

Sokolnicki's memoirs offer further proof that Sikorski still hoped 
that Polish-Soviet relations could be re-established. During his last trip 
to the Middle East, Sikorski briefly stopped in Beirut where he met 
Polish diplomatic representatives from the area. In the course of 
several conferences and meetings he frequently expressed his convic¬ 
tion that Britain would assume the initiative in reconciling the Soviet 
and Polish governments. 35 When explaining to Sokolnicki the manner 
in which the breach between the Polish government-in-exile and the 
Soviet Union took place, Sikorski gave the impression that he was still 
expecting further developments, in particular that British mediation 
would solve all difficulties. 36 

When Sikorski arrived in Cairo on 26 May the British Minister of 
State was able to report that he and the British government were 
successful in forestalling a confrontation between Sikorski and Anders, 
and keeping the latter muzzled. Prior to Sikorski's arrival the Minister 
rehearsed with Anders Tines of conversation ... that would probably 
take place with Sikorski'. 37 British interests required Sikorski in 
London and Anders, provided he kept his mouth shut, in command of 
the Polish forces in the Middle East. This seemed to have been 
achieved. On 29 May Cairo once more reported that meetings between 
Sikorski and Anders appeared to have gone well. Anders kept to his 
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lines and Sikorski accepted his apparent contrition. That at least was 
what the British observers believed. 38 

Sokolnicki, who had daily meetings with Sikorski in Beirut between 
20 and 29 June, has left a relatively detailed account of the issues which 
preoccupied Sikorski in his last days. While discussing the extremely 
delicate matter of Turkey's entry into the war, Sikorski warned Sokol¬ 
nicki that he had been told that there would not be a post-war 
conference at which decisions concerning the new order would be 
made. 39 Instead 'conditions of peace would be decided by those who 
had conducted the war'. 40 This was a point to which Sikorski returned 
on several occasions. It suggests that he increasingly doubted the 
validity and durability of any commitments made by the Allies, fearing 
that unless Polish or British troops were physically in Poland at the 
time of its liberation from German occupation, then Soviet troops 
would make their own decisions. 

Sikorski discussed widely with Sokolnicki whether it was still pos¬ 
sible to trust in British support for the Polish cause. Again this subject 
was touched upon in the context of Polish-Turkish relations. Sokol¬ 
nicki, who had come to know Turkish political life well, resented 
British interference in his efforts to establish close Polish-Turkish 
relations. At stake was not only the question of Turkish willingness to 
facilitate Polish plans for a Balkan front but also Turkey's relations 
with the Soviet Union. 41 Sikorski accepted Sokolnicki's arguments and 
the gist of his complaints was taken up by Cazalet who accompanied 
Sikorski. Still Sikorski insisted that, in spite of difficulties and pro¬ 
nounced differences of opinion on the subject of the Soviet Union, the 
Poles should stick with the British 42 

Soviet influence and Soviet objections to long-term Polish aspir¬ 
ations in Central and South-eastern Europe were not subjects which 
Sikorski could easily put out of his mind. He was deeply wounded by 
what he considered to be Benes' recent defection to the Soviet side and 
he was anxious that a Balkan campaign, planned by the Poles, could be 
affected by Soviet disapproval. Sikorski told Sokolnicki that he had 
received information from a British liaison officer in the Soviet Union 
that the Soviet authorities did not approve of the Polish army proceed¬ 
ing through the Balkans on its way from Egypt to Poland, 'since it was 
felt that contact between the Polish army and the nations of that 
region was very undesirable'. 43 

At the beginning of 1943 the British Foreign Office had tried to 
continue the previous policy of distancing itself from the course of 
Polish-Soviet relations. This proved difficult since both sides 
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repeatedly appealed to the British for support. In any case such 
distance was difficult to maintain since the Soviet authorities, for once, 
refused to believe that the British government was disinterested. 
Concern about issues which could affect the fighting capacity of the 
Polish soldiers drew British military leaders, political representatives 
and Churchill into the continuing Polish-Soviet difficulties. 

On 25 February Sir Owen O'Malley, the British Ambassador to the 
Polish government-in-exile, reported to the Foreign Office Polish 
anxieties about the possibility of the Soviet authorities creating a Polish 
Red Army. 44 Frank Roberts' minute revealed that, were this possibility 
to be realized, it would be considered by him 'the result of the growing 
Soviet strength'. On 13 March the British Charge d'affaires in Moscow, 
Lacy Baggallay, reported from Kuibyshev that the publication of the 
newspaper Wolna Polska signalled the creation of a new Polish auth¬ 
ority in the Soviet Union. 45 It was still not certain whether this meant 
that a new Polish government was being set up but, as Baggallay 
noted, this 'would apart from anything else, greatly complicate Soviet 
relations with Great Britain and the United States'. 

The Foreign Office maintained its sang-froid and its distance, as it 
did when enquiries were made by the British embassy in Moscow 
about whether to get involved in internal intrigues within the Polish 
embassy there. Apparently some members of the Polish legation 
believed that Stalin was seeking to continue discussions on the subject 
of Polish frontiers. Since the Polish Ambassador, following instructions 
from his government, refused to enter into any dialogue on the 
subject, these Poles asked the British Ambassador to intercede with the 
Polish Ambassador 46 Not surprisingly the Foreign Office advised 
against involvement in the intrigue and British determination to 
remain aloof was reaffirmed. It was stressed: 

We have hitherto taken the line that the frontier question is one that 
must be settled in the first place between the Polish and Soviet 
Governments... I doubt whether the present is a favourable moment 
to embark on them [i.e. negotiations about the borders] and should 
certainly not wish to advise the Polish Government to do so against 
their better judgment . 47 

In any case the Polish Ambassador resolutely refused to be drawn on 
the subject, in spite of the evident friendliness of Molotov who, during 
a meeting which took place on 13 March, suggested that the Soviet 
government might make some concessions in defining the frontiers. 48 

The Soviet Ambassador to the Polish government in London, 
Alexander Bogomolov also tried to involve the British in Polish-Soviet 
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difficulties. In an interview with Eden on 10 March he reiterated that 
the Soviet government sought to maintain good relations with the 
future Polish government, although he stressed that the London 
government, with the exception of Sikorski and Raczynski, were con¬ 
sidered unacceptable. He further stated that, 'as far as the Eastern 
frontier of Poland was concerned, something in the nature of the 
Curzon Line would be agreeable to the Russians'. 49 

A further request for British support came in an interview that 
Raczynski had with Cadogan on 26 March. Raczynski officially asked 
the British government to intervene with the Soviet government but 
only to discuss matters relating to the welfare of Poles still in the Soviet 
Union. 50 More importantly, the Poles did not want the Soviet authori¬ 
ties to know that the British were doing this at the request of the Poles. 
They preferred the British to pretend that their intervention was their 
own initiative. The Foreign Office recognized that the Soviet Union 
would not enter into discussions on the subject of Poland with the 
British authorities without including in those discussions the future of 
Poland's eastern frontiers. The Poles on the other hand refused to 
enter into a dialogue on that very subject. The Foreign Office preferred 
to direct a British enquiry on the subject of the Poles in Russia 
personally to Stalin and Churchill's view on the matter was sought. 51 

It was unlikely that the British would assume any initiative on the 
subject of post-war territorial settlements without taking the United 
States into account. While there were signs that the Foreign Office 
believed the matter could not be entirely avoided, attempts to draw 
the Americans on the subject were not very successful. In fact 
Roosevelt's recent pronouncement on the subject of Poland to Eden 
on 16 March caused a certain consternation in the Foreign Office. Eden 
had reported that in answer to his enquiries on the subject of Soviet 
territorial demands Roosevelt bluntly stated: 

if Poland had East Prussia and perhaps some concessions in Silesia 
she would gain rather than lose by agreeing to the Curzon Line. In 
any event we, the United States and Russia should decide at the 
appropriate moment what was a just and reasonable solution, and if 
we were agreed Poland would have to accept . 52 

Strang minuted anxiously, 'What was behind the President's 
thoughts?' Although he remained unsure he and Roberts both recog¬ 
nized that in the present circumstances Britain could not afford to 'risk 
our future relations with the Soviet Government simply because the 
Poles dream imperialistic dreams and threaten to commit suicide if 
they do not come true'. 53 
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On 13 April German radio broadcast information about the dis¬ 
covery of graves containing the bodies of Polish officers. From the 
beginning it was obvious that the British government would seek to 
minimize the impact of these revelations, and the ensuing crisis, upon 
their relations with the Soviet Union. At best it could be said that 
Churchill and Eden hoped that the problem would go away. They 
would have preferred to concentrate on the war and not to dwell on 
the past. 54 Therefore their efforts went towards conciliating both sides 
and in particular into pacifying the Poles. 

On 28 April Churchill saw Sikorski and Raczynski and presented to 
them the draft of a message which he wanted them to send to Stalin. 
Raczynski believed that only then, after the Poles had already broken 
off relations with the Soviet Union, did the British leader decide to 
assume an active role in the affair. 55 Churchill's letter to Stalin, which 
was sent at the same time as the Polish communique announcing the 
breach in diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union was released, 
must have left very little doubt in Stalin's mind as to the British 
attitude towards the impending breach. 56 Churchill made himself 
responsible for disciplining the Poles and confirmed Britain's and the 
Poles' commitment to the common struggle. In return he asked Stalin 
to allow the departure from the Soviet Union of Polish children and 
women, relatives of men serving with British forces. Churchill would 
have dearly wanted the matter to end there. An optimistic note was 
injected by him when he wrote to the Foreign Office on 10 May: 'I trust 
you will be successful in inducing Sikorski to reconstruct his Govern¬ 
ment' 57 He had learned from Stalin's letter, recently conveyed to him 
by Maisky, that Stalin hoped to see the composition of the Polish 
government changed, with the active assistance of the three allied 
governments. 58 

From London to Moscow went messages assuring Stalin that Britain 
had not had a hand in the Polish response to the Katyn revelations. 59 
From Moscow came assurances that, in spite of the recent public 
announcement that the Union of Polish Patriots had been formed to 
take care of Polish citizens in Russia, it was not claiming to represent 
Polish interests as a whole and therefore did not constitute a direct 
challenge to the London Poles. 60 Likewise assurances were given by 
Molotov that the proposed Kosciuszko Division would be formed from 
'people formerly living in the Western Ukraine and Western White 
Russia who, though Polish by nationality, were in fact Soviet citi¬ 
zens'. 61 This was a lie, since no such restriction was ever mentioned to 
Berling. Because neither the British nor the Russians sought a con- 
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frontation, the Poles who did were marginalized. Sikorski's departure 
for the Middle East with the explicit objective of building up the 
morale of the Polish troops and disciplining those opposed to his 
policies went ahead. On his way back Sikorski and his entire entou¬ 
rage, including Victor Cazalet, died in an accident off Gibraltar on 4 
July 1943. 

Sikorski's policies during the last month of his life differed little from 
those pursued in 1942. In reality there was no scope for the Poles to 
assume any major initiatives. The apparent British indifference to 
Polish requests for support in negotiations with the Soviet Union was 
compounded by a lack of response to Polish attempts to discuss future 
military action on the Continent. Sikorski also had to contend with 
increasing attacks upon his policies from within the Polish community 
in Britain. Another Polish government crisis, of the sort that tended to 
confirm worst British prejudices about the instability of Polish politics, 
led to the removal of Stanislaw Stroriski of the right-wing National 
Democracy Party from the post of Minister of Information. His 
replacement by Professor Kot meant that intrigues and quarrels con¬ 
tinued, and were only slightly altered in character. 

While having to contend with attacks on his foreign policy and his 
style of governing from within the Polish community in Britain and 
the troops, Sikorski tried to secure for Poland a new political base. This 
would have enabled him to refute his opponents' suggestions that he 
had betrayed Poland and had unduly trusted Britain. At the end of 
1942 Sikorski had hoped that by courting American support the Poles 
would be able to assume a higher profile in political and military 
discussions, in particular in relation to the Soviet Union. These hopes 
had not been realized in spite of Roosevelt's apparent sympathy for 
the Poles. Briefly at the beginning of 1943 it was thought that some 
new opportunity of entering into the hallowed circle of decision¬ 
making bodies had been opened to them. Leon Mitkiewicz, who in 
1940 had the distinction of being appointed the Polish representative 
to the Executive War Council, was now appointed as Polish delegate to 
the Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS), which was co-ordinating allied 
military strategy in the west. 62 In February 1943 Mitkiewicz had several 
preparatory meetings with Sikorski and other military leaders. Since 
they believed that the CCS would make decisions in relation to mili¬ 
tary as well as political and territorial issues, Mitkiewicz was instructed 
to act as custodian of Poland's interests in the broadest meaning of the 
term. Following his most recent visit to the United States, Sikorski 
appeared to be under the impression that American politicians might 
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still support Poland. American backing for Poland, Sikorski reasoned, 
could still reverse the tendency in London to pay what he regarded as 
too much attention to Soviet susceptibilities. 63 

The Poles knew that plans for the liberation of Europe were being 
formulated by British and American Chiefs of Staff, even if the Poles 
were not invited to submit their own proposals. Sikorski had already 
tried to open up discussions on the subject of the Balkan front and the 
contribution which the Polish Home Army could make to the allied 
campaign against Germany. The exclusion of Polish representatives 
from what they regarded as their rightfully earned places on military 
planning committees was considered to be an insulting denial of the 
contribution which Britain's first wartime ally was making to the allied 
effort. Equally distressing was their failure to obtain further infor¬ 
mation on plans which they suspected were being formalized. Since 
the earlier Polish initiative in support of a Balkan campaign had failed 
to elicit a response there was a renewed determination to force the 
Allies to consult, take the Polish government into their confidence and 
assume responsibility for the liberation of Poland. The Polish Chiefs of 
Staff wanted the allied offensive co-ordinated with action by the 
Home Army in Poland. 64 A continental offensive by the Allies from the 
north, rather than the Balkans, was considered particularly unhelpful 
to the Poles, since it would mean that the Polish front would be a 
peripheral one. 65 But the deployment of the Home Army and the 
co-ordination of its activities was not merely a matter of military 
planning. According to Mitkiewicz it came to symbolize Polish co¬ 
operation with Britain and the United States. The subject of Polish 
participation in allied fighting had always been a political issue. There¬ 
fore in the summer of 1943, when the Poles once more insisted that 
Poland be included in talks on future military plans, they were not 
merely hoping to become privy to military debates. They were also 
testing allied goodwill towards the Polish question. 

At the end of May 1943 Mitkiewicz analysed the matter in the new 
context of the collapse of Polish-Soviet relations. The Soviet 
announcement of the creation of the Union of Polish Patriots and the 
new Polish units in the Soviet Union was accompanied by revelations 
that pro-Soviet partisan units were being particularly active in the 
Lublin area. 66 As Mitkiewicz put it, if British and American statements 
that they would continue to recognize the London Polish government 
were to be believed, both should have been willing to enter into 
military talks concerning the use of the Home Army. 67 Instructions to 
Mitkiewicz, ostensibly to find out what the CCS in Washington had in 
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mind when discussing future continental action, were in reality 
instructing him to test the allied political commitment to Poland. 

Mitkiewicz left for Washington on 10 March. His last message to 
Sikorski in Cairo in June contained a report on the first inconclusive 
meetings with British and American military representatives to the 
CCS. He wrote to Sikorski that having conducted extensive talks with 
General Albert Wedemeyer, American Chiefs of Staff Army Planner, 
and Sir John Dill, the Head of the British delegation to the CCS, he had 
concluded that 'the British did not wish to see a military uprising 
staged by the Home Army in Poland, they fear that Poles back home 
will militarily rise against the Soviet troops'. In his view American 
military leaders would most likely give way to the demands of the 
politicians and Roosevelt would probably defer to Churchill's poli¬ 
cies. 68 Allied failure to include the Home Army in their military plans 
and estimates was seen by the insecure exile government, desperate 
for reassurance, as a sign of dissociation from Poland. 

On 30 June Grot-Rowecki, Commander of the Home Army, was 
arrested by the Nazis in Warsaw. 69 In January he had tried to persuade 
Sikorski that the moment of Soviet entry on to Polish territory would 
be the most appropriate time to start the rising. 70 But allied military 
co-operation was a critical factor in all these plans. The leadership of 
the Home Army and the Polish Chiefs of Staff in London hoped that 
the uprising would be assisted by the arrival of the Parachute Brigade 
being trained in Britain. Grot-Rowecki also wanted the uprising to be 
part of the allied continental offensive. It was never intended to be a 
localized or limited military operation. 71 None of these matters were 
clarified in the spring of 1943. Grot-Rowecki's arrest and Sikorski's 
death, as well as the inconclusive attempts to draw the Allies into plans 
for the liberation of Poland, meant that the Allies made no military 
plans for a Polish campaign. Those which had been developed by the 
Polish government and Home Army were inconsistent because they 
had not been co-ordinated in any way with the Allies. They therefore 
failed to resolve the major problem of securing active allied assistance 
in the face of the Soviet thrust westward. 

Mitkiewicz's efforts in Washington were seriously disrupted in the 
first place by Sikorski's death and in the second by the internal discord 
and the lack of direction which seemed to overwhelm the new exile 
government. Mitkiewicz's main objective continued to be to co¬ 
ordinate the planned national uprising by the Polish Home Army with 
the CCS's plans for the liberation of Europe. His first contacts with 
General G. N. MacReady, the British representative to the CCS, 
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revealed that it was generally assumed that the matter rested with the 
SOE. 72 By the middle of September, after extensive enquiries, Mitkie- 
wicz was able to ascertain that the CCS was unwilling to make any 
decisions concerning the Polish Home Army, and had refused to make 
any commitments to supply it, because of what was described to 
Mitkiewicz as Poland's undefined diplomatic situation in relation to 
the Soviet Union. He was warned that neither the British nor 
American Chiefs of Staff would be willing to proceed with discussion 
on the Polish proposals until Polish-Soviet relations were clarified. 73 
On 22 September Mitkiewicz was informed that the issue of the future 
allied use of the Polish Home Army had been postponed until the 
forthcoming allied conference with Stalin. 74 

In spite of setbacks in opening talks on the subject of future allied 
plans at the end of 1942, the potential offered by the Balkan front 
continued to spur Polish efforts. During his last visit to the Middle East 
Sikorski tried to clarify the question of Turkish participation in the 
war. Sokolnicki, who was strongly committed to the idea of Turkey as 
a counterbalance against the growth of Soviet strength, pointed out 
that there were no advantages in Turkey joining the Allies. 75 In fact he 
believed that Turkish neutrality offered the Poles the possibility of 
obtaining from Turkey assistance in a future confrontation with the 
Soviet Union. Sikorski on the other hand sought to ascertain the 
possibility of Turkey abandoning her neutral stance and joining the 
Allies during the war. It was clear that he wanted Turkey involved in 
order that the Balkan front become a priority. 76 Even though the 
continental invasion had been put off until 1944 the Mediterranean 
continued to be viewed as a future area of British military operations. 
Sikorski believed that Churchill was not disinclined to use the Balkans 
as a means of putting pressure on Italy and Germany. 77 The Polish 
Chiefs of Staff thought in terms of a landing in Turkey, followed by a 
move through Thrace to Bulgaria and Greece. 78 

However, Sikorski's view was based on Churchill's misplaced con¬ 
fidence in the result of his recent visit to Turkey. During the Adana 
conference which opened on 30 January 1943 Churchill had tried, in 
his view successfully, to persuade the Turks to abandon neutrality. For 
their part the Turks believed that they had successfully fended off 
British pressures to commit them to the war. 79 In reality Turkey 
continued dodging British pressure to abandon neutrality. The fiasco 
of the British landing on the island of Rhodes in September and the 
disastrous attempt to capture the neighbouring islands of Kos and 
Leros, which were all intended to impress the Turks with the need to 
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make a swift commitment to the British side, sealed Turkish determi¬ 
nation to stay out of the war. 80 Until the Turks could be persuaded to 
change their policy the Balkan front could not be considered. 

Sikorski's death marked the end of active British-Polish co¬ 
operation. The relationship between the two governments had been 
enhanced by personal contacts between Sikorski and a number of 
British politicians. His successors were not men of the same calibre. In 
any case in 1943 there were fewer reasons for British politicians to 
consider Poland as a useful ally, as they had to some extent been 
prepared to do in 1940. Contacts between British politicians and the 
Poles became formal and infrequent. Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, 
Sikorski's successor, did not enjoy the sort of filial relationship with 
Churchill which Sikorski had at times. 

On the surface, at least, Sikorski's death was a source of grief to the 
politicians of the exile government. Sikorski's leadership was able to 
rally disparate groups and loyalties. His demise removed all con¬ 
straints among Polish politicians and freed officers from their 
remaining moral apprehensions over taking direct action against their 
own government. Within hours of hearing of Sikorski's death Anders 
sent a message to the President, pledging his and his army's loyalty to 
Raczkiewicz. Ominously, he informed: 'I report that, until you, the 
President, decide otherwise, I will only carry out your exclusive or¬ 
ders'. 81 Presuming to speak on behalf of his men, he also demanded 
that the political and military leadership be, at last, separated. The 
quarrels and political disunity which had been the constant feature of 
Polish life in exile surfaced within days of the tragedy. The appoint¬ 
ment of General Sosnkowski as Commander-in-Chief of the Polish 
forces was generally considered to have been internationally the most 
damaging outcome of these conflicts. At the time of his death Sikorski 
was Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the Armed Forces. 
This duplication of authority had given his opponents an excuse to 
attack him for his supposed dictatorial tendencies. After the Polish 
government crisis in the summer of 1941, Sikorski gave an assurance 
that political and military powers would be separated. But he never 
relinquished either. With Stanislaw Mikolajczyk, leader of the 
Peasant Party, in charge of the government and Sosnkowski control¬ 
ling the army, a major change had now been introduced. This was to 
exacerbate disunity and lack of co-ordination between the civilian and 
military authorities. This could only have been detrimental to Polish 
interests as a whole, since the government's claim to political authority 
and international recognition was based on its military contribution. 
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Again Anders epitomized everything in the Polish community that 
was so difficult for the British to understand. On 7 July, he wrote to 
General Sosnkowski demanding a purge of all the ministers who had 
been in Sikorski's government. 82 The army's direct involvement in 
political matters was justified by calls for national unity. 

Sikorski's successors still had to face the most intractable strategic 
problem which Sikorski had failed to resolve, namely the contribution 
which the Polish forces in the west would make to the liberation of 
Poland. During Sikorski's visit to the Middle East, he had suggested to 
General Kopahski that he accept the post of Chief of Staff in London. 
Sosnkowski confirmed this appointment and on 5 August Kopahski 
arrived in London to assume his new position. In that capacity he 
submitted to Sosnkowski an unusual memorandum dealing with the 
deeply emotive and complex question of the role of the Polish army- 
in-exile. 83 Kopahski's submission was unorthodox in that it questioned 
most of the assumptions on which Sikorski had based his foreign 
policy and military strategy. He asserted that Poland's contribution to 
the allied war effort up to then had been insignificant. Kopahski 
believed that in view of inevitably high casualties in the near future 
and without access to reinforcements this contribution could only 
decrease. He suggested that Poland's military forces should be consoli¬ 
dated, since the political gains would in any case be purely nominal 
and at best would only result in moral credit accruing to Poland. 
According to Kopahski Polish forces should not be used as a whole in 
any campaign. Departing radically from hitherto accepted theories 
that Poland should be represented in as many joint allied military 
ventures as possible, he suggested that even his proposed consoli¬ 
dated Polish military participation could only have a symbolic char¬ 
acter, and that this should be its stated aim. It would be impossible, if 
not outright inadvisable, to seek an independent area of operation for 
such a force. He cast doubts upon the idea of a Balkan front, suggest¬ 
ing that for climatic and political reasons that region could prove to be 
the longest route back to Poland. Finally Kopahski pointed out that the 
Poles would never be able to ascertain, in advance, the strategic and 
political objectives of the big Allies, in order to co-ordinate their 
plans. 84 This striking dose of realism appears to have made no impres¬ 
sion on Sosnkowski. It was undoubtedly a voice in the wilderness. 

Sosnkowski had previously disagreed with Sikorski over the ques¬ 
tion of the government's re-establishment of relations with the Soviet 
Union. He had opposed this because of Soviet unwillingness to make a 
commitment to the restoration of the pre-September 1939 borders. 
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Nevertheless, he continued military policies which were not dissimilar 
to those pursued by Sikorski. In October and November 1943 Sosn- 
kowski undertook a trip to the Mediterranean region to inspect Polish 
troops. Once there he attempted to extend Polish military contacts and 
thereby increase his government's authority in matters military and 
political. On 19 November Ralph Stevenson, the British Ambassador to 
the Yugoslav government, which was then based in Cairo, reported 
that Sosnkowski wanted an increase in the number of Polish soldiers 
who were fighting with Mihailiovic's Chetnik forces. 85 The Foreign 
Office anxiously enquired of Stevenson whether there was a possi¬ 
bility of the Poles and the Chetniks collaborating against the Soviet 
Union. Stevenson was able to reassure London that there seemed to be 
no signs of such an outcome. 86 

While in Italy Sosnkowski approached the British and American 
military authorities with the aim of establishing a base for airborne 
supplies to Poland. Major-General Gubbins refused to be drawn since 
the matter clearly was not just a military issue but primarily a question 
of political priorities 87 General Eisenhower too refused to discuss 
supplies to Poland, explaining that these decisions 'went beyond his 
competence. These were directed from London'. 88 Eisenhower also 
refused Sosnkowski's request for a Polish officer to be attached to his 
headquarters. For the Poles the failure of Sosnkowski's initiatives 
confirmed the decisive importance which they attributed to Soviet 
influence in British and American involvement in Polish matters. Until 
the Polish-Soviet relations were resolved, decisions to aid the Poles 
would not be made in London or in Washington. 

Sosnkowski ostensibly busied himself with military matters, while 
Mikdajczyk took charge of political issues. In reality they acted 
independently, failing to co-ordinate their initiatives. According to 
Kopanski, Sosnkowski and Mikolajczyk distrusted each other, and 
with time their dislike of each other increased. From September 1943 
until Sosnkowski resigned in September 1944, they apparently met no 
more than ten times 89 At the same time contacts between Sosnkowski 
and British military leaders and between Kopanski and his British 
counterparts were minimal. 90 Both sides knew that major decisions 
concerning the future continental invasion, the Italian campaign and 
eventual territorial arrangements were being considered. For the 
Poles, an added source of deep anxiety was the inevitable approach of 
Soviet troops towards Polish territories. To their horror the Poles 
realized that neither the British nor the Americans envisaged partici¬ 
pating in the administration of liberated territories east of Germany. 
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Allied Military Governments (AMGOTs) were not going to be set up 
on sovereign liberated territories, only in ex-enemy areas. 91 Now it was 
the Poles' turn to seek desperately to re-establish diplomatic relations 
with the Soviet Union. 

The British now stepped in to indicate to the Soviet authorities that 
Britain favoured a Polish-Soviet frontier on the basis of the old Curzon 
Line. This decision was made without Polish approval. In fact any 
attempt to draw in the Poles in planning for the October Moscow 
Foreign Ministers' conference had been totally unsuccessful. 92 On 5 
October the War Cabinet approved Eden's suggestion that the Curzon 
Line, with possibly Lvov, should form Poland's eastern border, while 
Silesia and East Prussia should be added to Poland from German 
territory. 93 The next day Eden had lunch with Mikolajczyk during 
which he noted: 'The Poles were not ready to discuss the frontier line 
and I would accordingly have to go as a mediator with a very weak 
hand to the 3-Power meeting'. 94 

The Polish position had been extensively presented in memoranda 
submitted respectively to the American and British governments on 5 
October 1943. 95 In a desperate attempt to make a virtue of its impend¬ 
ing irrelevance, in the wake of entry on to Polish territory of Soviet 
forces, the government-in-exile put forward the idea that Soviet will¬ 
ingness to resume diplomatic relations with Poland should in some 
way constitute proof of Soviet long-term objectives in relation to 
Poland. 96 The Polish communication stated: 

The real intentions of Soviet Russia can best be tested by... demand¬ 
ing that the relations between the Soviet Government and the Polish 
Government in London should be resumed forthwith - without 
entering into any discussion on frontier differences between the two 
countries. 

According to the Poles, Soviet incursion into Polish territory in pursuit 
of German forces, without prior Soviet-Polish agreements and 
without accepting limits on their powers while there, would mean that 
a puppet Communist authority would be established and that in turn 
would cause an uprising in Poland. The Polish memorandum went on 
to point out that this would have incalculable implications for the 
allied nations. 97 

The Poles still hoped to obtain from their British and American Allies 
assistance in their dealings with the Soviet Union, but also extensive 
recognition of their military investment into the allied war effort. They 
wanted the Allies to grant Poland the sole right to occupy and admin¬ 
ister eastern German territories and participation in the Mediterranean 
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Commission. The latter was justified by the envisaged Polish action in 
the liberation of Italy, the presence there of Polish prisoners of war and 
potential recruits, and an interest in the Holy See. Finally the Poles 
wanted to see the establishment of 'a special inter-Allied general staff 
for planning strategy in Europe'. In the latter, Polish rights were to be 
commensurate with their extensive contribution to the war effort. 

This communication was aimed at forestalling allied agreements at 
the expense of the Poles. It should be seen as a pathetic sign of the 
extent to which the Poles failed to understand the implications of the 
swiftly emerging Soviet military superiority in Eastern Europe. In 
effect the Mikolajczyk government was telling the Allies that the 
choice which they were facing, ostensibly relating to the Polish ques¬ 
tion, had much wider implications. The Allies could choose to side 
with the Soviet Union and face chaos in Europe, caused by an uprising 
in Poland. Or they could support the Poles, commit themselves to 
controlling Soviet entry into Poland, and station troops there and 
possibly in other parts of Southern and Central Europe. Support for 
the Poles would also mean granting them extensive influence over 
allied plans and proposals for military action and post-war administra¬ 
tion in potentially all European theatres of war. It is easy to see why 
the British had no difficulty in continuing with their previous incli¬ 
nations and decided not to seek a confrontation with the Soviet Union 
over Poland's eastern frontier. The Foreign Office knew that the Soviet 
government would not enter into any dialogue with the Poles, 
especially one in which any discussions on the subject of the eastern 
frontier were excluded. Nor would the Soviet government be indiffer¬ 
ent to the Home Army's proposed action and Polish aspirations to 
determine security arrangements in Central Europe. 98 

The indirect Polish attempt to resume diplomatic relations with the 
Soviet Union was a desperate move motivated not only by a desire to 
forestall Soviet entry on to Polish territory without prior agreement 
from London. There was also a belated realization that the western 
Allies were inclined to proceed with their own strategy without refer¬ 
ence to Poland. While it could be argued that this tendency had always 
been apparent in the actions of the British government, the Polish 
government-in-exile still did not fully appreciate the implications of 
this. On 25 October a meeting took place between the Polish President, 
the Commander-in-Chief, the Minister for Foreign Affairs and the 
Minister for National Defence. 99 During their discussion it was 
admitted that Poland's position was weak and would remain so as 
long as there were no diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union. Even 
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allied military supplies and air drops to Poland could not take place as 
long as this situation remained. That there was still no commitment to 
provide these supplies was not noted by the participants of the 
meeting. According to the exile government, at stake was not just the 
old question of the liberation of Polish territories, which required the 
co-operation of the Home Army with Polish units in the west, but also, 
and more importantly now, the whole issue of Poland's international 
standing. The failure to re-establish diplomatic relations with the 
Soviet Union could adversely affect the west's willingness to co¬ 
operate with the Poles. 

Events nevertheless overtook the Poles. Poland was referred to only 
on the margin of the Moscow conference. According to Eden this was 
because the Poles requested that all frontier issues should be 
avoided. 100 But Britain too no longer wished to champion the Polish 
cause and, in any event, the Soviet negotiators made it quite clear now 
that they would not tolerate back in Warsaw the present Polish 
government in London. 101 In his conversation with Eden and Cordell 
Hull, Molotov brushed aside Eden's tentative request that the Soviet 
authorities should grant Britain and the United States permission to fly 
arms and material to the Polish resistance. Eden's timorously pre¬ 
sented point that the Polish troops would soon go into action in Italy 
made no difference to Molotov, who pointed out that Sosnkowski's 
control of military matters cast doubt upon the main objectives of that 
government. 

When the autumn campaign drew to a close Soviet troops had 
regained the initiative on all fronts. In the south Dnepropetrovsk had 
been recaptured on 25 October and Kiev, the capital of the Ukraine, on 
5 November. Continuing progress in the south-east became Stalin's 
main objective for the winter. 102 If successful, Soviet troops would not 
only recapture the Ukraine but would also be strategically placed to 
enter into Romania and/or Poland. 103 Unlike the Czechs, whose First 
Independent Brigade fought with the Red Army and distinguished 
itself in the recapture of Kiev, the Polish government had made and 
would make no contribution to the Soviet war effort. 

By November nothing could redeem the Poles in the eyes of the 
Soviet ally. They did not need the Poles in the west, even if Mikolajc- 
zyk put all his efforts into persuading the British that he and his 
government emphatically did want to talk to the Soviet leadership 
before their troops entered Poland. The Poles' permission was not 
sought by the Soviet military commanders. Since continuing Soviet 
victories against Germany allowed the postponement of the North 
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European invasion until 1944, neither Britain nor America would 
henceforth expend much effort on championing the Polish cause. As 
to the political consequences of Poland's contribution to the allied war, 
Churchill's comment in July 1943 explains how little it was appreci¬ 
ated. Planning for the invasion of Italy he minuted 'The Polish troops 
in Persia should be brought to Egypt for this task. These Poles wished 
to fight... and once engaged will worry less about their own affairs, 
which are tragic.' 104 




Conclusion 


At the Tehran conference Churchill was anxious to place the Polish 
issue into the context of agreements made with the Soviet ally. The 
Soviet Union, which hitherto had sought to clarify the issue of 
Poland's eastern border, and used it as a test of British and American 
goodwill, now merely responded to British initiatives. 

During Churchill's meeting with Stalin on 28 November 1943 both 
sides accepted that the Soviet Union would not return the territories 
annexed in September 1939 and Poland would be compensated for this 
loss in the west. 1 As Churchill summarized, 'Nothing was more impor¬ 
tant than the security of the Russian Western frontier'. British obli¬ 
gations to Poland were subsidiary to this consideration. Both leaders 
accepted that the redrawing of Poland's borders would take place 
without Polish participation. Churchill later described the way in 
which the future map of Poland was agreed: 'this was all informally 
between themselves and they could go to the Poles later'. 2 Even if 
Churchill had not meant this to imply that Polish agreement was 
irrelevant, this is how Stalin understood the above statement. On 1 
December during discussions between the three leaders Stalin was 
visibly irritated by Roosevelt's suggestion that the Polish government's 
acceptance of the decisions made by the Big Three would be desirable. 
Stalin interrupted Churchill to say that when he had previously dis¬ 
cussed the matter with Churchill he understood this to be 'the ques¬ 
tion of prescribing something to the Poles'. 3 The re-establishment of 
diplomatic relations with the Polish government-in-exile was not 
viewed by him as necessary nor could it form a precondition for 
settling the Polish issue. As he frankly stated, 'he separated Poland 
from the Polish govemment-in-exile'. During that meeting the three 
agreed on the Curzon Line becoming Poland's eastern border with the 
towns of Lvov and Vilna going to the Soviet Union and the Oder Line 
becoming the Polish western border. Neither Roosevelt nor Churchill 
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objected to Stalin's suggestion that the London government's aims 
could not be seen as representing Polish interests. This spelled the end 
of that government's tenuous influence and raison d'etre. 

It could be argued that during 1943 the Polish government in 
London had become increasingly irrelevant in British and United 
States politics, in spite of its increased military contribution to the war. 
Its ability to convince the British and American Allies that it repre¬ 
sented the interests of the bulk of Poles in Poland decreased with the 
establishment, at the initiative of the Soviet Union, of a new Polish 
authority. The Polish govemment-in-exile's control over its manpower 
was weakened by internal disagreements and its own eagerness to 
co-operate militarily with the British. Soviet entry on to Polish territory 
would complete the picture by formalizing the separation between the 
London Poles, who controlled their government but had no way back 
to their country, and those supported by the Soviet Union, who would 
return to their country with a government set up under Soviet 
auspices. 

The implications of the Moscow and Tehran conferences were 
extensively analysed by the Poles. But it was difficult to arrive at a clear 
interpretation because, at the very time when Churchill suggested to 
Stalin that Britain would accept Soviet claims on Poland, the British 
military authorities in the Middle East finalized their plans for the 
Polish units in the Middle East. During 21 and 22 July Anders was 
informed that the Polish Corps was to be moved from Iran and Iraq to 
Palestine in preparation for action in Italy. 4 General Wilson 
announced that Polish units, after completing their training, would be 
ready for action after January 1944. 5 During his inspection of Polish 
troops in the Middle East, General Sosnkowski approved further 
reorganization and agreed that the Polish Corps would operate as part 
of the British Eighth Army. 6 The whole Polish Corps, numbering 
approximately 70,000 men, would be deployed in Italy. The first units 
were moved towards the Italian front in the middle of December 1943. 

The organization of Polish units in Britain was limited by shortages 
of men. In 1942 there were approximately 15,000 Polish officers and 
soldiers in Britain. Subsequently the reorganization of units in the 
Middle East became a priority and therefore plans to send to Britain 
men leaving the Soviet Union had to be abandoned. At the end of 1943 
further plans for building up these units remained unclear. 7 The only 
plans were made in relation to the Parachute Brigade since the Poles 
assumed that the Brigade would be in the vanguard of Polish troops 
entering Poland. 
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The assignment of a clear role in future military operations to the 
Polish units in the Middle East had an important effect upon the exile 
government's evaluation of its position in Britain. It allowed the major 
misunderstandings between Britain and the Polish government-in- 
exile to continue. On 27 December 1943 the government issued to 
Polish army commanders a communique about the political situation. 
The government's basic claim was that the two inter-allied conferences 
had not determined anything conclusively, although Poland's position 
could have been temporarily weakened. 8 In addition to invoking 
well-known arguments about Poland being Britain's staunch ally 
throughout the war, stress was laid on the imminent commitment to 
battle of Polish units. Finally it was emphasized: 

In relation to the English our soldiers' most effective propaganda is to 
manifest the will to fight, battle readiness, stressing our unity and the 
solidarity of all sections, the President's institutions, the country, the 
government, the Commander-in-Chief and the Fighting Forces . 9 

Three years after the outbreak of the war, the Polish government-in- 
exile apparently still failed to appreciate either the strength and dura¬ 
bility of the Soviet Union, or the finer points of the diplomacy. 

The purpose of this study has been to ascertain why the Polish 
wartime politicians failed to obtain from Britain a commitment to the 
reconstruction of Poland in her pre-war boundaries. It was necessary 
to enquire why Britain did not support the Polish government-in-exile 
in its dealings with the Soviet Union. This study therefore concen¬ 
trated on investigating the course of Polish-British relations with 
special reference to their attitude towards the Soviet Union. To British 
politicians the exile Polish authority was one of a few which had 
sought sanctuary in Britain during the war. The Poles' military contri¬ 
bution was always appreciated but a key question is why this gratitude 
was never translated into actual political commitments. 

The Polish government-in-exile did not have an easy relationship 
with its British hosts. It was nevertheless notable for its determination 
to contribute to the common objective of fighting the enemy. Indeed, 
the eagerness of the Poles to fight was continuously noted by the 
western Allies, even though this was not so apparent to the Soviet 
leadership. In their evaluation of the strategic developments and in 
their understanding of the need to participate in the liberation of 
Polish territory the Polish politicians at times displayed much realism. 
On other occasions they succumbed to false expectations and unreal 
hopes. Circumstances and Polish attitudes seem also to have played a 
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part. From the onset of its exile, the Polish government was trapped by 
its perception of how it could exercise influence on the strategy of its 
Allies during the course of the war. Romantic traditions played a part 
in their conviction that the war was a common effort in which all that 
would count was the ability to fight, no matter where. But there were 
moments when both Sikorski and his opponents formulated realistic 
and credible military plans for the return of the Polish army to fight for 
the liberation of Poland. Nevertheless, Britain's choice of North Africa 
and the Mediterranean as preferred theatres of war prior to the 
invasion of the European continent was not advantageous to the 
Poles. The British decision not to develop a Balkan offensive and 
repeated postponement of the continental offensive in the long run 
removed Polish fighting units further and further away from militarily 
practical and politically advantageous access to Polish territory. This 
caused the Polish govemment-in-exile to commit itself to the common 
effort in distant areas, which were of no interest to Poland. Plans for 
the liberation of Poland by Polish units in the west had to be post¬ 
poned. By the beginning of 1943 Polish units in the Middle East were 
being prepared to assist a British war effort that brought them no 
closer to liberating Polish territory. In matters relating to the general 
conduct of the war, Polish politicians and military leaders had no say. 
By 1943 they knew that they would not be consulted even though their 
military contribution would be increased. 

The choice of wartime Allies had been deliberately made by the 
Poles. It was always understood that victories on the West European 
front would lead to the ultimate defeat of Germany and thus to the 
liberation of Polish territory. Initially therefore the Poles in exile 
thought in terms of co-operating with France. In the end, although 
Sikorski was willing to negotiate with and take into account the Soviet 
Union, even he was not able to envisage the possibility of that country 
being Poland's major ally. Thus, after the fall of France, Britain became 
Poland's obvious host and ally. From the onset of the war it was 
unlikely that a common European policy would evolve between the 
two. But none of the Polish politicians who made their way to Britain 
could follow a different policy, since co-operation with the Soviet 
Union was not naturally favoured by them. The difference between 
Sikorski and his more anti-Russian opponents in the Polish govern¬ 
ment lay in the degree of pragmatism displayed by him in his evalu¬ 
ation of the need, for diplomatic and military reasons, to enter into 
agreements with the Soviet Union. 

These two dogmas of the exile government's thinking, its commit- 
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ment to gaining credibility by being a fighting partner, and co¬ 
operation with the western Allies, became ideological constraints on 
their actions. This proved to be so limiting that the Polish government- 
in-exile could not think its way through to an active diplomatic and 
military strategy. Total military commitment to the war on the side of 
the western Allies, it was thought, would give Poland a say in post-war 
plans. When Poland's diplomatic influence was not established, in 
spite of its military contribution to the war, and it realized that under¬ 
takings to support the Polish cause were not forthcoming, the exile 
government merely stepped up its recruitment drive and reiterated 
demands to participate in military action against the enemy. The 
possibility that the fate of Poland would be decided as a result of Soviet 
troops entering that country was never realistically considered by the 
exile politicians until the end of 1943, by which time the London 
government could not assume any initiatives in relation to the Soviet 
Union. They notably failed to take into account the durability of the 
Soviet Union and hence the possibility that the Red Army would 
liberate Polish territory. This was probably the single most important 
failure of the Polish govemment-in-exile's evaluation of the military, 
and consequently the political, course of the war. The second mistake 
compounded that failure. They hoped that by being brave and selfless 
they would gain British respect, support or at least gratitude. They 
achieved none of this. The only lingering positive impression created 
by the Poles was of reckless heroism. 

British policy towards Poland, however callous it might appear with 
hindsight, was not premeditated. To British politicians the Polish 
govemment-in-exile at best represented a defeated ally; at the worst it 
was occasionally an obstacle to the exercise of Britain's foreign policy. 
The latter aspect surfaced most strongly in Britain's relations with the 
Soviet Union, but was also apparent in the British government's 
dealings with other European governments and representatives in 
exile of defeated nations. 

The Poles demanded and expected, in return for their war contri¬ 
bution, long-term commitments against the Soviet Union. In relation 
to the Soviet Union Britain pursued a policy characterized by hesi¬ 
tancy and inconsistency. Inevitably therefore the Polish government- 
in-exile appeared to British politicians to be pushing them to support 
the Polish case irrespective of British priorities. They saw the Poles as 
forcing them to make decisions at a time when they felt unable and 
unwilling to face the issues of the post-war balance of power. In 1943 
the British government was forced at last to address itself to long-term 
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questions of the future of Germany and post-war territorial adjust¬ 
ments. The commitments made earlier by the Foreign Office and 
British politicians to stave off Polish demands for support of their 
long-term objectives, in 1943 appeared to be obstacles in British-Soviet 
relations. This explains why Churchill appears to have had no qualms 
in responding to Stalin's demands at the Tehran conference. Poland 
was an area which did not lie within the British sphere of influence. 
Notwithstanding the complex association which had been established 
between the British government and the Polish exile government, the 
defence of Poland and of her territorial aspirations could not assume a 
major role in British foreign policy. 

The fact that Britain did make full use of the Polish manpower which 
was offered to them with few restrictions by the Polish government had 
not been an obstacle in Britain's negotiations with the Soviet Union. 
Had the government-in-exile not raised an army abroad, the absence of 
a military contribution to the allied war effort would not have altered 
the British government's response to the Polish issue. The Polish mili¬ 
tary contribution was accepted in the spirit in which it was offered, 
namely as part of the joint effort to defeat the aggressors. From the 
outset it was apparent that unless the future of Poland directly affected 
Britain's post-war situation, the British would not become involved in 
the defence of that region. On the other hand if there were a threat of 
the Polish issue becoming a difficulty in British-Soviet relations, British 
politicians and Foreign Office advisors were pragmatically and deliber¬ 
ately prepared to distance themselves from Poland. The early years of 
the war offered few moments when Polish and British aims would coin¬ 
cide on issues other than the obvious one of the defeat of Germany. In 
1943, when it became apparent that Britain would have to choose 
between humouring the Poles in London and accepting Stalin's terri¬ 
torial demands, they chose the latter. At the Tehran conference 
Churchill did not merely accept Stalin's demands that Poland's border 
be based on the territorial adjustments of September 1939 and Poland 
be recompensed for this at Germany's expense. More notably he under¬ 
took to compel the Polish government to accept this decision. The 
Tehran conference reversed the previous inconsistent and inconclusive 
Polish badgering of Britain to put pressure on the Soviet government 
on Poland's behalf. Britain now assumed full responsibility for making 
sure that the Poles accepted Soviet demands. 

It was another two years before the Polish government-in-exile was 
consigned to history. In October 1944 Mikolajczyk accompanied 
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Churchill to Moscow. The London Poles' negotiating strength had 
been whittled down to nothing. The Warsaw uprising in August 1944 
exposed the Home Army's inability to prevent the Red Army from 
assuming total control over liberated Polish territories. In October the 
Soviet Union recognized the Communist-dominated Polish Commit¬ 
tee for National Liberation (PKWN) as the provisional authority in 
Poland. Churchill's determination to force Mikolajczyk to accept the 
Soviet decision meant that the Polish Prime Minister had no freedom 
to manoeuvre. 

Mikolajczyk was reduced to fighting for the provisional authority 
in Poland to be broadened by the inclusion of the London Poles. In 
that task he faced the hostility of his government. As a result he 
resigned from the exile government and joined the provisional 
government in Poland. In July 1945 Britain and the United States 
withdrew recognition from the government-in-exile. 

The break with wartime entanglements was not to be easy or clear 
cut. This was primarily because Polish-British relations had not been 
confined just to contacts between the exile government and the British 
host. By 1944 military co-operation was extensive and the opening of 
the North European front meant that Polish units fought with the 
British on all European fronts. The transfer of recognition from the 
London Poles to the Soviet-backed authority in Poland appeared to 
resolve political matters but the military entanglements were more 
complex. The British government remained responsible for the ser¬ 
vicemen who had enlisted in the Polish forces during the course of the 
war. They were now a source of political difficulties with the new 
Polish authority and the Soviet Union. The Polish servicemen were 
also seen as a potential drain on British resources even though Anders 
attempted to persuade the British Prime Minister and Chiefs of Staff 
that they should allow the continuing expansion of the Polish armies 
based in Italy and Holland. His efforts were doomed to failure. The 
London Poles' assumption that sooner or later the western Allies 
would need an army to fight the Soviet Union met with little under¬ 
standing in the spring of 1945. Churchill briefly considered the possi¬ 
bility of the Polish troops being converted into a Foreign Legion in 
order to do policing duties in the British zone of occupation in 
Germany. This proposal was abandoned when the full implications of 
such plans were considered. Polish actions in Italy suggested that the 
Polish army was totally unsuited for such action. Polish soldiers were 
unlikely to set aside wartime grievances and transform themselves 
into obedient instruments of the British. 
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Thus at the beginning of 1945, even before the end of hostilities and 
the withdrawal of recognition from the Polish government-in-exile, 
the British government sought to find out whether it would be pos¬ 
sible to return the Poles to their own country. The new Polish authori¬ 
ties let it be known that those who had fought with the British forces 
would be welcomed back. Indeed they would be appreciated all the 
more since the Warsaw authority assumed that the Soviet officers who 
had formed the bulk of the officer corps within their Polish army, 
which was fighting with the Red Army, were due to return to the 
Soviet Union. 

As it turned out, most Poles who had fought in the west opted not to 
return to their own country. The commanders of units conducted 
extensive campaigns against this proposal. Anti-Soviet feelings 
remained very strong within the Polish units in the west. The few who 
decided to go back experienced intimidation and violence from their 
comrades in Britain. The processing of soldiers who wanted to return 
to Poland was done by the British authorities and no effort was spared 
to give their return journey the appearance of an honourable return 
home. Only approximately 20,000 men returned to Poland, very few of 
them officers. Over the next three years, with the establishment of 
Communism in Poland, all those who returned suffered in some way. 
Their contribution to the war effort was questioned. At the height of 
the cold war they were accused of collaboration with the 'Imperial 
Powers' and most experienced spells in prison. Only after the fall of 
the Communist regime was the contribution of Polish soldiers to the 
defeat of Germany in the west fully honoured. 

Those who stayed in Britain and the Commonwealth also faced 
difficulties in adjusting to the fact that they were unlikely to return to 
Poland within the near future. In addition, with the end of the war 
they were no longer viewed as Allies, but as people who were 
expected to leave Britain. Only by the spring of 1946 were plans 
formulated by the British government for the resettlement of approxi¬ 
mately 160,000 Poles who had become the responsibility of the British 
government. 

The leaders of the Polish community in Britain persisted in their 
belief that they represented the legitimate government of the Republic 
of Poland. Since this fact, in itself, did not prevent any of the ex-allied 
governments from establishing diplomatic relations with the new 
Communist regime in Poland, it remained a source of comfort to the 
Poles in exile, but one of no broader significance. 
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